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ABSTRACT
CROSSING THE GREAT DIVIDE
SYNCRETISM OR CONTEXTUALIZATION IN CHRISTIAN WORSHIP
By
Cori McMillin Waisanen

This dissertation is an ethnographic study of contemporary issues surrounding the
incorporation of traditional native religious symbols, sacred objects and rituals in
Christian worship. The research project was limited to evangelical native Christian
leaders and pastors. They are servant leaders with various tribal affiliations,
denominational associations and independent ministries.
The purpose of the study was to identify and compare contemporary,
contextualized approaches to Native American Christian worship, as well as conflicts
over the use of native religious symbols, sacred objects and rituals in Christian worship.
As I began this research project ten years ago, I anticipated finding greater
differences in approaches to contextualization among native Christian leaders. What I
discovered is that these native leaders share more in common with one another than either
side of this controversy realize.
What they hold in common is the story of Jesus. They are attempting to translate
that message into various communities [individual, church, tribal cultures, urban and
local contexts]. They are using theological criteria in contextualization and applying it to
cultural contextualization through symbols, rituals, stories, myths, and traditions.
There are some differences in their approach to theology and their hermeneutical
process, particularly where to begin the theological process. Classical theologians begin
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the exegetical process with Scripture. Post-modem theologians begin exegesis with
personal experience. What these contextualizers have in common is that Scripture is their
source for authority. However, their henneneutical approaches to theology are different.
All of the contextualizers agree in areas of Orthodox Christianity concerning the
deity of Jesus Christ, his miraculous birth, ministry, death and resurrection. Yet, they
have different theological approaches in explaining the redemption story of Jesus Christ.
Some begin the story with creation, while others start the story at the Cross of Calvary.
These differences are rooted in their worldviews concerning creation and redemption.
There are differing variables concerning worldview and spirituality (which
includes past and present native spirituality which has been infonned by colonial
missions). These variables are coming into play and influencing the current controversy.
They are attempting to reintroduce Jesus of Nazareth to Native Americans in a
climate of cultural renewal. The goal of both groups is to discover ways for North
American Indians be followers of Jesus Christ and to retain their cultural identity.
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Crossing the Great Divide
Syncretism or Contextualization
in Native Christian Worship?

Introduction to the Problem
The Fox Indian who wrote the prose on the cover page of this dissertation captures
the dilemma which challenges Native Americans who convert to Christianity. 1 How does
one remain "Indian" while seeking to be a good disciple of Jesus Christ?

Autobiographical Perspective
My husband and I graduated from Asbury Theological Seminary in 1992 with our
Master of Divinity degrees. Our first appointments, as United Methodist ministers, were
to churches in Pierre, South Dakota. My husband became the associate pastor of First
United Methodist Church and I was appointed as director and pastor of a mission outreach
and church in Southeast Pierre.
The mission outreach was begun in 1950 in an area of the capitol city called Tipi
Town (southeast of the capitol building, along the banks of the Missouri River). Lakota
Indians from various reservations surrounding Pierre would come to the capitol to trade
goods with local merchants and meet with federal Indian agents. The outreach program
was directed toward the social needs of traveling Native American people who pitched
their tipis along the Missouri River.
In 1980 First United Methodist Church decided to create a congregation at the
Southeast Pierre Mission. Eight white families from First UMC volunteered to help form
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Native Americans use a variety of terms to describe themselves, i.e. North American Indians, American
Indians, Indian, Indigenous people, aboriginals, First Nations people etc. I have chosen to use the
term Native American and/or native to refer to the Indigenous peoples of Canada and the United States.
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a mission church as an outreach to working-class Euro-Americans and Native Americans
who were living in that area of the capital city. The two pastors who preceded me were
white males with no mission background or training. When I arrived in July of 1992, the
congregation at Southeast Pierre United Methodist was exclusively Euro-American.
My first week in ministry, the pastor I replaced was arrested for molesting eight of
our Latchkey (an after school program) girls. The pastor' s wife, his thirty-year-old twin
daughters, and a son-in-law were also arrested for molesting their own children. The
pastor, who was a diagnosed pedophile, pled guilty to the charges and was sent to prison
for twenty years. His wife, twin daughters, and son-in-law plead not guilty to the charges
and after a ten-week trial they were cleared of all charges.
My first month in ministry we lost half of our congregation because of the public
scandal and the failure of the United Methodist Conference Cabinet to inform the mission
and parish that their pastor was a diagnosed pedophile. It took four years to rebuild the
congregation with new, young white families who had moved to Pierre to work for state
and federal agencies.
In 1996 a pastor in Pierre referred a Lakota couple to me for pastoral counseling.
This Lakota family began attending our church. They were the first Lakota to attend a
worship service in our church since the creation of the congregation in 1980. David and
Carole Bowen were full-blood Lakotas from the Rosebud Reservation. They had recently
moved to the capitol city of Pierre. David had a natural ability to articulate his newfound
faith in Jesus to his extended family, Native American neighbors, and his co-workers and
students at the Pierre Indian Learning Center. He won many native people to the Lord and
brought them to church at Southeast Pierre UMC.
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One of the new converts was a Sisseton Dakota man named Billy Seaboy. The fIrst
time I visited Billy and his wife in their home, Billy showed me numerous pieces of his
artwork and regalia. Billy was a traditional Dakota dancer and as he displayed his regalia,
he commented that he would have to destroy his regalia now that he had become a
follower of Jesus. At the time I wasn't sure why he thought he had to destroy his regalia
and I asked him to keep it. He was pleased with my response.
A few months after this home visit was Native American Sunday according to the
United Methodist calendar. I asked David Bowen, Billy Seaboy and other native converts
to create a worship service for Native American Sunday. I told them they could do
anything they wanted as long as it honored Christ. That Sunday, when I walked through
the church doors, I could smell Indian tacos cooking in the kitchen. When I went into the
sanctuary I discovered Billy and David had moved all the pews into a circle. The Sunday
morning worship service was comprised of drumming, flute music, and various Lakota
people witnessing of their conversion experiences. Billy Seaboy danced and did
storytelling dressed in full regalia. At the end of the service, my Native American
parishioners wrapped me in a star quilt and performed an honoring ceremony over me.
After the worship service we feasted on Indian tacos and fellowshipped for several hours
in the community room.
I experienced a paradigm shift that Sunday morning. As I reflected on how these
new converts would create a worship service to honor Jesus Christ, I realized that the
Euro-American, western form of worship was not meeting the spiritual needs of the
Native Americans. As I shared my experience of that Sunday morning worship service
with other pastors in Pierre and other Native Americans, I received various responses
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affinning what occurred and others rebuking me for allowing traditional Native American
symbols and rituals in a Christian service. I was perplexed at their range of reactions.
A few weeks after this contextualized service, I received a phone call from my
district superintendent stating that some of my older white parishioners wanted me to be
appointed to a different parish. They were upset with the sudden growth of Native
Americans in the church and were uncomfortable with the changes we had made in the
morning worship services. When the congregation found out that I was being asked to
leave, a disagreement broke out between the older white parishioners and the new young,
white families who sided with the Native Americans. The United Methodist Dakota's
Cabinet hired two professional mediators to come evaluate the conflict at Southeast Pierre.

In their final report to the Cabinet and the congregation, the mediators cited racism as the
fueling factor in the church fight. The older white parishioners were offended at the
inference that they were racists and left the church.
The bishop came to Pierre to meet with the Native American parishioners and
infonned them that he was moving me to another parish the following appointment year.
The Native Americans told the bishop that they would leave the church ifhe took me
away from them. The bishop tried to instruct them on how pastoral appointments are made
in the United Methodist system and informed the Native Americans that he had the final
authority to appoint me where he thought I should serve.
When I moved the following year, all of the Native Americans and young white
families left the church. Today, Southeast Pierre has approximately fifteen to twenty
people in their congregation. They have never recovered from the church conflict.
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My experience during the church conflict and my on-going relationship with the
Lakota has forever changed the way I view Euro-American Christianity and missions. My
relationship with the Native Americans has sparked a desire to learn more about Native
American history and Christian mission efforts to evangelize and disciple the Indigenous
people of North America. I have often wondered why there were so many positive and
negative responses to the contextualized worship service at Southeast Pierre United
Methodist Church. Why did both Euro-Americans and Native Americans criticize the use
of Indian traditional symbols and rituals in a Christian worship service?

Statement of the Problem
Some contemporary evangelical Native American Christians are using worship
symbols and rituals adapted from traditional native religions. 2 Controversies within the
Native American Christian community have arisen concerning the use and interpretation
ofNative American traditional religious symbols and rituals in Christian worship and
discipleship.
I propose to document these controversies in order to discover what concerns are
being raised by Native American evangelical leaders who believe the use of Native
cultural forms in Christian worship is syncretism; to analyze the responses of Native
American Christian leaders who are currently contextualizing worship; and to explore the
basis of this controversy and suggest possible solutions to the conflict.

2

Native Americans do not make a distinction between religion and culture. Some native evangelical leaders
do make a distinction between some cultural and religious forms that can be used, adapted, or rejected in
Christian worship.
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Subproblems
In order to understand the current controversy concerning the use of Native
American traditional symbols and rituals in Christian worship, I will need to investigate
the following subproblems:
Subproblem #1: What are some evangelical Native American Christian leaders
doing to contextualize Christian worship today?
Subproblem #2: What complaints or critiques are being made by other Native
American Christian leaders concerning the use of native traditional symbols and rituals in
Christian worship?
Subproblem #3 : How have the contextualizers responded to critiques and criticism
by their evangelical colleagues in ministry?
Subproblem #4: Where is there agreement and disagreement among evangelical
Native American leaders concerning the contextualization of Christian worship?
Subproblem #5 What suggestions are being made or actions being taken by native
Christian leaders as a way out of this impasse?

Historical Perspective
In order to understand the comments made by the Fox Indian on the cover page of
this dissertation, we must make a quick perusal of missionary efforts to evangelize Native
Americans.
The first Christians to evangelize Native Americans were missionaries from the
Dominican and Franciscan orders of the Roman Catholic Church. These missionaries
traveled with the Spanish Conquistadors and French explorers during the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries as they explored the New World for God and king.
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Catholic missionaries' first encounters with New World inhabitants raised the
question pertaining to their human origin. Were these brown-skinned, dark-eyed creatures
descended from Adam or were they part of the fabled monstrous races which inhabited the
outer reaches of the civilized world?3 In 1493, Pope Alexander VI issued a papal bull
declaring the "American Indians to be human beings" capable of participating in a
civilized society.4 In 1537, Pope Paul III "issued the bull SublimisDeus, which, in the face
of colonial practice to the contrary, defined the Indians as fully human and fully capable
of becoming Christians."s Although Native Americans had been officially recognized as
true human beings, their place in a civilized society was controversial.
The European Renaissance of the fourteenth through sixteenth centuries
established the criteria for what would be considered a civilized society. Civilized people
had written languages, were technologically advanced in areas of agriculture and industry,
had organized religions complete with doctrines and established liturgy, and had
observable economic and political organization. 6 At first glance, the inhabitants of the
New World did not appear to meet the right European criteria to be considered "civilized."
Therefore, the Dominicans and Franciscans generally regarded their missionary activity as
one of converting and civilizing the "savage." In order to accomplish this task, the priests
decided the best course of action was to remove the native from his pagan environment.
In 1516, Dominican cleric Bartolome de Las Casas presented a plan for the

David Stannard, American Holocaust: The Conquest a/the New World. (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1992), 168.
4 Achiel Peelman, Christ Is A Native American, (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1995), 62.
S Mark A. Noll, The Old Religion in a New World, (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing
Company, 2002), 42.
6 Jared Diamond. Guns, Germs, and Steel: The Fate a/Human Societies, (New York, NY: W. W . Norton &
Company, 1997), 18-19.
3
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development of an Indigenous community (in Cuba) to Cardinal Francisco Ximenez. 7
This community would consist of a "Spanish town and a group of annexed Indian
villages."s Las Casas believed the only way to save Native Americans from extermination
was to develop communities where they lived and worked alongside Spanish immigrant
farmers and miners. Las Casas attempted to implement his Indigenous community in
Puerto Rico based on a multi-racial settlement. 9 But his community experiment ended in a
war between the Native Americans and Spaniards.
The Franciscans and Augustinians adopted Las Casa's ideas and used his plans to
"organize Indian Christian villages where children would be educated and the people
protected from each other and from the colonists."]O The Jesuits in Brazil and Paraguay
soon adopted the communal strategy for Indigenous communities which were eventually
called reducciones. George Tinker describes how the reduccion method worked:
First, Indian converts were separated from their home community and relatives in
new communal enclosures; that is, native persons were removed from their former
mode of existence. If they were hunter-gathers who wore little clothing, they were
clothed and taught European agriculture. Second, once converted and relocated
within the compound, the converts were permanently proscribed from rethinking
their conversion and returning to their own houses. Missionaries had military
assistance at hand to hunt down fugitives and return them to their missions for
discipline. Third, converts were committed to rigorous regimen of work to support
the mission, the missionaries, and their obligation to the military government.
Fourth, converts gave up all aspects of self-governance to live under the strict and
authoritarian governance of the missionary priests. The reduccion paradigm
presupposed both the inability of native peoples to govern themselves as civilized
peoples and the need for authoritarian governance by the missionary in each
locale.] 1

Henry Raup Wagner, The Life and Writings of Bartomome de las Casas. (Albuquerque, NM: The
University of New Mexico Press, 1967), 19.
8 Ibid. 20.
9 Owen Chadwick, The Reformation: The Pelican History of the Church , third revised edition. Baltimore,
MD: Penguin Books, 1973 [1964]), 332.
10 Chadwick, 332.
11 George Tinker, Missionary Conquest: The Gospel and Native American Cultural Genocide. (Minneapolis,
MN: Fortress Press, 1993), 48-49.
7

10

Many of Catholic priests and missionaries (Dominicans, Franciscans,
Augustinians) were products of their time. They believed that European culture and
Catholic Christianity worked side-by-side and that to be a good Christian, one must also
adhere to the culture of the missionaries. Whether Spanish, French, or Portuguese, the
majority agreed that Native American languages, customs, traditions, and religions had to
be replaced by European cultural norms. There were priests and missionaries who tried to
work within Native American cultures like Bartolome de Las Casas and Bernardino De
Sahagun, but they were few and far between.
Some Native Americans assimilated into Euro-American Christianity through this
methodology. However, the vast majority of Native Americans resisted the reduccion
system and chose to remain within their tribal communities, rejecting Christianity as the
white man's religion. 12
The Jesuits, founded by Ignatius Loyola in 1534, took a completely different
approach to native missions. James Moore describes the Jesuits' approach to Indian tribes:
... they believed that good existed already in the tribal cultures, and all good had its
origin in God. The good the missionaries found provided a foundation for what
they came to build, a foundation that a native Christianity might not only rest upon
but with which it could also coalesce and thereby renew the blurred image of God
in the Indian. Such a concept could only lead to a policy of preservation and of
adaptation, not destruction. It seemed obvious to the missionaries that the survival
good in the native cultures had nothing to do with the amenities - food, dress, or
shelter common to contemporaneous western civilization. They concluded that
Christianity ought to be planted in native soil, be fed and watered with what was
Indigenous to the native culture, and be presented to the Indians in a manner that
was not foreign or artificial to them. The amenities of European civilization were
irrelevant to the missionaries' purpose. 13
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The French Jesuits began their missionary endeavors in North America among the
Huron Indians during the 17th century. The Franciscans had ventured into this mission
field using the reduccion method with very little success. The Jesuits replaced the
Franciscans in 1625 in upstate New York and began a work among the Northeastern
tribes. David Rausch and Blair Schlepp write:
Jesuits had a favorable opinion of the Northeastern tribal religion and capitalized
on the similarities between tribal spirituality and Catholic Christianity. While the
Jesuits emphasized personal commitment and the quest for God's guidance, the
northeastern tribes respected supernatural power as well, seeking out spiritual
guidance through dreams and visions. Both groups stressed morality and ritual as
well as proper worship. Although the Jesuits realized the differences of the Native
American belief system, they sou?ht to teach the Christian religion by relating it to
local religious and social custom. 4
The Jesuits observed Native American cultures very closely, aspiring to use
Indigenous cultural norms in the communication of Christian concepts. Unlike their
Dominican and Franciscan brothers, the Jesuits did not reject the entire social fabric of
Native American culture. Rather, they strove to improve on local customs and transform
them into more sanctified Christian mores. According to Henry Bowden:
The Jesuits sought to engender a hybrid native state, protected from all outside
influences except Christianity, which could help native customs function better.
They tried to retain aboriginal values and practices that did not openly contravene
essential Christian teachings, and they jealously guarded their native charges
against too much contact with other Frenchmen. In this way they hoped to blend
the best of both worldviews and behavioral systems, creating an improved culture
that preserved Indian identity and developed an indigenized Christianity belonging
exclusively to the local residents. 15
Although Indian wars and conflicts between colonists occasionally interrupted
Jesuit missions to the northeastern tribes, overall their strategy worked. Roman Catholic
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bishops in the United States recognized the success of Jesuit missionaries among Native
Americans and in 1820 gave them exclusive supervision of Native American missions. 16
Jesuits, to this day, have continued to adapt Native American cultural forms to create an
Indigenous Catholic Christianity in North America.
The first Protestant Christians to arrive (1620) in the New World were a group of
Pilgrims. The Pilgrims were a group of "Separatists" who left the Church of England due
to persecution and fled to Leyden Holland for asylum. 17 Former members of the Church of
England, the Pilgrims came to the New World seeking freedom from ecclesiastical
persecution in England and Holland. The Pilgrims were befriended by two tribes of
Native Americans - the Algonquin and Wampanoags. 18 The Pilgrims found the customs
and culture of the Algonquins and Wampanoags similar to ancient Hebrew culture and
thus concluded that the Native Americans might be descendents of the alleged ten lost
tribes of Israel. Some effort was made to communicate the gospel of Jesus Christ to these
two tribes, but there is little historical evidence to indicate whether these tribes were
converted to Christianity during the time of the Pilgrims.
In 1630 the Puritans, members of the Church of England, arrived in the New
World. Seeking to establish a nation built on Christian principles, the Puritans viewed the
Indigenous people in one of two ways. Many Puritans, "who arrived in New England were
convinced that the Indians they encountered represented remnants of the 'Lost Tribes ' of
Israel, a part of God's nation of chosen people that had gone astray and needed to be
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converted and saved. This belief was in fact one of the central premises of the
Massachusetts Bay Colony charter." I 9
Conflicts over ownership of Native American lands soon changed some of the
Puritans beliefs about the fudigenous peoples of New England. Reverend fucrease
Mathers viewed the natives as less than the "Lost Tribes" and as irredeemable "heathens."
Many Puritans began to shift the "biblical context through which they understood the
Native American Puritans and likened them to the Canaanites or Amalekites, heathen
peoples whom God sent as a scourge to test the nation of Israel and whose extermination
was necessary for the fulfillment of his divine plan.,,2o
Wars and conflicts over land issues between Puritan settlers and Native Americans
became a deterrent to missionary efforts to reach the New England tribes for Christ. Some
Puritans continued to declare their intentions to carry out missionary work, but for the
most part failed to accomplish their stated purpose. Henry Bowden writes:
The Puritans declared missionary work to be a central justification for establishing
towns and also for expanding westward. Practical considerations seem to have
preempted any altruistic sharing of the gospel message. fuitially the Puritan
statesmen and clergy spent more of their time shaping a government that would
conduce to the best form of Christian civilization. Their priorities centered on
achieving righteousness for themselves and building new plantations, not on
converting those who already occupied the territory.21
When the Puritans found time to interact with the Native Americans they found
little in their fudigenous cultures appealing. Rather than focusing on those aspects of the
Indigenous culture that were conducive to Christianity, the Puritans chose to categorize
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Indigenous customs, traditions, and religious rites as devil worship. Bowden writes, "They
censured Indian practices as barbarous, heathen, and uncivilized. They shared the
Englishmen 's general sense of cultural superiority, but they added moral indignation to it.
They looked at the Indians and saw only laziness, thievery, drunkenness, blood lust,
nakedness, sexual promiscuity, and a congeries of religious superstitions.,,22 The Puritans
negative attitudes toward the Native Americans set the climate for future Protestant
missionaries.
The first widely recognized Protestant missionary to Native Americans was John
Eliot (1604-1690). Eliot, a Congregationalist minister from Roxbury, New England, was
strongly influenced by the Puritans. He believed the only way for his Indian converts to
become good citizens of the kingdom of God was to extract them from their heathen
environment. Eliot assumed, as did his Puritan forerunners, that the key to Christianizing
Native Americans was through reading, writing, and agriculture. Working along the lines
of the reduccion paradigm, Eliot developed fourteen "praying towns" for his four hundred
native converts. Here they would be safe from the influence of their heathen relatives and
would be able to assimilate into Euro-American culture. 23
The Pequot Wars (Metacom uprising) against white settlements in 1675 put an end
to Eliot's praying towns. White settlers, fearing further aggression from the Pequots,
attacked and drove out Eliot's praying town Indians. Tinker writes, "The vast majority of
converts, faced with rejection by their erstwhile English allies, returned to their traditional
communities, joined the fight against the English and finally rejected Christianity.,,24 This
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sad scenario between Euro-Americans and native Christians would be played out numerous
times until the establishment of federal Indian reservations during the nineteenth century.
Anthropologists are another group who contributed to the debate concerning the
role of culture in Christian and pagan religions. The nineteenth century saw the
development of the science of anthropology. The founding father of anthropology, Edward
B. Tylor (1832-1917), believed that human cultures evolved from a savage to more

civilized state. He wrote:
The thesis which I venture to sustain, within limits, is simply this, that savage state
in some measure represents an early condition of mankind, out of which the higher
culture has gradually been developed or evolved, by process still in regular
operation as of old, the result showing that, on the whole, progress has far
prevailed over relapse. 25
Tylor applied his theory to the evolution of religion, postulating that religion
evolved from animism to polytheism and ultimately to monotheism. 26 These concepts of
cultural evolution influenced Christian missionaries who encountered tribal people around
the world. Tylor wrote:
The educated world of Europe and America practically sets a standard by simply
placing its own nations at one end of the social series and savage tribes at the
other, arranging the rest of mankind between these limits according as they
correspond more closely to savage or the cultured life. The principle criteria of
classification are the absence or presence, high or low development, of the
industrial arts, especially metal-working, manufacture of implements and vessels,
agriculture, architecture &c., the extent of scientific knowledge, the definiteness of
moral principles, the condition of religious belief and ceremony, the degree of
27
social and political organization, and so forth.
Many Protestant missionaries believed that tribal cultures were the lowest rung on
the evolutionary scale from primitive to civilized societies. Working from this premise,
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many missionaries believed the only way to Christianize and civilize Native Americans
was to extricate them out of their tribal cultures and religions. The majority of EuroAmerican Protestant missionaries viewed tribal religions as animism or devil worship with
no redeeming value. Native American converts were expected to adopt the missionary's
religious worldview, forms of liturgical worship, and civilized behavior in order to be good
disciples of Jesus Christ. 28
Colonial missions (fifteenth through eighteenth centuries) were created to educate
and train Native American teachers and evangelists with the express purpose of removing
Native American Christian converts from their tribal environment and assimilating them
into Euro-American culture. 29 Financing for limited missionary outreach came from
mission societies in Europe and colonial governments. During the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries, mission boarding schools would be the primary medium through
which compulsory indoctrination and assimilation would transpire.
Samuel W orchester wrote in an 1816 American Board of Commissioners for
Foreign Missions report:
It is no wonder that since their day [John Eliot and David Brainerd] little has been
achieved; for little, very little, has been attempted. The spirit of Eliot, of the
Mayhews, and of Brainerd, has for a long time slept. Never indeed has the work of
civilizing and christianizing our Indian tribes been taken up on a well concerted
and extended plan, and conducted with vigor and perseverance; never has such an
experiment been made as is now contemplated. To establish schools in the
different parts of the tribe under missionary direction and superintendence, for the
instruction of the rising generation in common schoolleaming, in the useful arts of
life, and in Christianity, so as gradually, with the divine blessing to make the
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whole tribe English in their language, civilized in their habits, and Christian in
their religion. 3o
For the next one hundred fifty years, Catholic and Protestant missionaries from
major denominations would establish mission schools for Native American children
based on the premise that transforming native children into civilized Christians would help
them assimilate into white culture. Bruce David Forbes writes:
The claim that Indian students were learning just what whites learned had far
reaching implications. More than simply offering an education in certain subjects,
the boarding school lifted young people out of native contexts and immersed them
in white American culture. The intention was to raise godly, civilized, educated
children, with all the implications that those words carried. The goals were
difficult to achieve if the child remained in touch with old ways and life-styles; the
separation of the boarding school made children more educable in new patterns. 31
In 1819, the United States government entered into a contract with various
Christian denominations to civilize the American Indians. The authors of A Native
American Theology write:

Religious conversion became a policy tool of the United States government in the
early nineteenth century in the Civilization Act (1819), which provided $10,000 to
support the work of 'benevolent institutions' which would teach Indians to read,
write, farm, and generally live like their white neighbors. The benevolent
institutions were primarily missionary organizations whose objective was to
convert Indians to Christianity but whose school met the aims of the Civilization
Act. 32
During the administration of President Ulysses S. Grant (1869-1877) the federal
government adopted a greater role in the education of the American Indian. Pierce
Beaver writes:
Effective education was quite generally believed to be the key to civilization,
citizenship, and Christianization alike. As long as the Indians were not citizens, the
Norman E. Thomas, ed. "Classic Texts in Mission and World Christianity." In American Society off
Missiology Series. (20). (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2000), 61.
31 Clyde Ellis, To Change Them Forever. (Norman, OK: University of Oklahoma Press, 1993),20.
32 Clara Sue Kidwell, Homer No ley and George Tinker, A Native American Theology, (Maryknoll, NY:
Oribis Books, 2001), 7-8.
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several states of the union had no obligation to provide them with schools. The
boards and societies held that, until the states should make such provision, it was
the duty of the federal government to provide general education equivalent to the
common school system.33
President Grant enlisted the help of Roman Catholic and Protestant denominations
to provide boarding schools within the various tribal reservations throughout the
American states and territories. Although these boarding schools were church sponsored,
the federal government provided the financial backing for their operation.
Protestant missionaries, during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, came to
tribal communities with a strong commitment to their own Euro-American culture and
social structures. Blinded by the assumed superiority of their own cultures, they facilitated
the breakdown of family systems, ancient traditions, political cohesiveness, and social
stability. Missionaries from most denominations treated their Native American converts
like little children who needed constant supervision in all areas of their lives. Because
they did not trust their native converts to govern themselves within the church, the
missionaries established a system of oppression that continues to this day.34
Instead of the transformation they hoped to accomplish among Native Americans,
contemporary missionaries are faced with a legacy of pain founded upon racism and
ethnocentrism. Many native tribes across North America have been alienated from their
land, culture and history. This has resulted in the loss of identity, self-esteem and a sense
of self-deprecation. Missionaries who taught their converts to reject their culture of origin
have actually created an atmosphere of native self-hatred and condemnation. Loss of selfesteem, identity, and sense of dignity are directly connected to the high rate of alcoholism,
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drug addiction, poverty, domestic violence, and suicide rates among Native Americans
today. While many native people attribute their social ills to the age of colonial missions,
some native leaders are challenging their people to take partial responsibility for the
difficult societal conditions afflicting urban and reservation natives today. Native
American leaders are working with their own people to discover ancient and modem ways
to solve their own societal problems. 35
Native Americans who have assimilated into Euro-American society continue to
grapple with issues of cultural inferiority. Raised in an environment of cultural
suppression, many native Christians have psychologically internalized and acquiesced to
the missionary critique of native cultures and religion. Tinker comments:
Today, an Indian pastor is more likely than a white missionary to criticize the
paganism of traditional spirituality. Just as the Euroamerican missionary cannot
help but be bogged down in his or her own cultural reality, too many Indian
leaders have likewise become stuck in the affirmation of white power and white
structures, even to the point of strongly articulating self-criticism of traditional
culture. 36
Many native Christians have rejected their rich heritage and adopted the identity of
their conquerors. Internal colonization occurs when members of the Native American
populace accept their conquerors' worldview and institutions. This dynamic is still at
work in the church today. Many contemporary missionaries continue to work within the
colonial mindset and system of oppression and cultural rejection inherited from their
predecessors. Tinker writes:
Indian congregations quite commonly remain faithful not only to the
denomination, but to the very missionary theology that was first brought to them,
even when the denomination has long ago abandoned that language for a more
This information comes from articles written for Our Daily Frybread, an internet site that keeps Native
Americans and non-Indians up to date about events and information concerning reservation and urban
Indians.
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contemporary articulation of the gospel. One must at least suspect that the process
of Christianization has involved some internalization of the larger illusion of
Indian inferiority and the idealism of white culture and religion. 37
Over the past fifty years, some Protestant denominations have begun to rethink the
role of native culture and traditional religions in Christian discipleship.38 Beginning in the
1960s, Native American tribes have been experiencing a renaissance of native cultures
and traditional religions. 39 The rediscovery of their history and ancient religions has
resulted in the declaration of self-determination in areas of tribal sovereignty, economics,
education, and religious practices. This cultural renaissance has spread through
reservations and urban areas in Canada and the United States. Tribal councils and elders
are encouraging the affIrmation of ancient traditions and values among traditional and
assimilated Native Americans. 4o
Many native people believe they must choose between their tribal heritage and
Christian background. In the article "That the Native Might Lift Jesus Up," Richard
Twiss of Wiconi International said:
The statistics that most people use today indicate that somewhere from 3 to 8
percent of native people are Christian. In some native communities, it is far less
than that, in some it is probably a little higher ... The fruit - the percentages require that we re-examine the way we have done missions because it is
disproportionately low in light of the energy, time, money and resources that have
.
. work41
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As I have traveled throughout the nine Indian reservations in South Dakota, I have
observed that many Roman Catholic and Protestant mission churches have closed their
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doors and are no longer in operation. In the community of Cherry Creek, on the Cheyenne
River Reservation (northwest of Pierre, SD), seven ofthe eight churches in this
community of three hundred have closed their doors. Only the Mennonites remain in
Cherry Creek and their ministry is primarily in the area of community social programs.
Euro-American and Native American pastors have told me of the same dynamic in their
communities throughout Canada and the United States.
In response to low attendance in Native American mission churches and resistive
attitudes among traditional and assimilated natives toward the majority church, Christian
workers from all denominational backgrounds are faced once again with how to respond
to Native American cultures and religious traditions. Some Native American Christian
leaders are developing Indigenous theologies and liturgies in an attempt to reach their own
people with the gospel message of Jesus Christ. Attempts to contextualize theology and
liturgy have created an impassioned controversy between friends and colleagues in
ministry.
Methodology
This section shows the relationship of the research questions and methodology
used to collect and process information expressed in prior sections.
Data Collection
Necessary data related to the use of traditional native symbols and rituals in
Christian worship and discipleship are noted in the subproblems of the Statement of the
Problem above and the Interview Questions in Appendix B. I collected data in three
ways: interviews, a research case study, and library research. I collected data about
Christ and culture, contextualization and syncretism by interviewing Native American
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Christian leaders from various evangelical backgrounds. I sought out native leaders
who are in charge of denominational programs for Native Americans, as well as native
leaders who have begun their own ministries among North American tribes. In
addition, I interviewed native pastors working on and off reservations in South Dakota.
I attended conferences, as a participant observer, where native evangelical
leaders congregate (Winnipeg, Milwaukee, Phoenix, Notre Dame)42 and did preliminary
interviews with some of the leaders, obtaining background information concerning their
life stories. These background interviews helped to establish relationships (necessary
among Native Americans) that have enabled me to pursue this research project. Many of
the interviewees referred me to other native leaders who are involved in the
syncretism/contextualization controversy. I contacted those referrals and they in tum
referred me to other native leaders who are interested in this research project. By the
end of the project, I attended five conferences and interviewed twenty-seven Native
American leaders and pastors.
I participated in two online discussion groups called "Round Dance" and" 1000
Tipis." There are approximately 120 native and non-native participants in these two
discussion groups and we conversed online about a variety of topics concerning Native
Americans (including contextualization, syncretism, culture).43 In addition to these
two online groups, I received an online newsletter called Our Daily Frybread. This
publication contains articles pertaining to events and information concerning Native
Americans.

NAIITS conferences in 2001, 2003, 2006, Many Nations - One Voice conference in Milwaukee,
Wisconsin in April of 2004; Chief Ministries seminar on Native American Storytelling in Phoenix,
Arizona in January of2004; and Conference on Indigenous People at Notre Dame, Indiana in 2002.
43 These two groups disbanded in 2009 due to conflict.
42
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In addition to the interviews, I used an original research case, created by me,
which presented a situation with a Native American leader dealing with the use of
traditional native symbols and rituals in a Christian worship setting. I asked pertinent
questions concerning the case (in Appendix A), then contacted the participants by
phone to interview them (taped, with their permission) regarding their responses to the
case. I elicited responses to the research case from eighteen out of the twenty-seven
interviews I conducted. In analyzing the answers of the respondents to the case study, I
sought to discover a number of facts. What problems did they identify? What issues did
they identify? Were there ethical dilemmas involved? What sources did the respondents
use to develop their particular perspective concerning the problem (Scripture, tradition,
theology)? Did the respondents offer solutions to the presenting problem? How did these
leaders form their responses and positions? Were there reoccurring themes that developed
from the case? Were there unexpected themes that emerged; what are they and why were
they important to the respondent? Their responses are found in the data collected and
analysis section of this dissertation.
I categorized the respondents' statements according to themes. I included the
number of respondents who had made comments on those themes, then selected quotes
from some who best represented the topic being discussed.
I conducted library and online research through the B.L. Fisher Library,
Interlibrary Loan, internet and literary referrals from native Christian leaders. I started
researching this current conflict in 2000 when I began my Doctor of Missiology course
work. Two papers I wrote for my classes were focused on issues pertaining to my
dissertation research. One of those papers is entitled "Sing and Dance Unto the Lord"
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which explored how Western Christianity developed worship by borrowing from
European pagan religions. The second paper I wrote was entitled "Syncretism or
Contextualization: What is the Difference?" As 1 interviewed native leaders and pastors 1
asked them to recommend books and articles that would help inform this research project
(and 1 read those). The research participants also referred me to internet sites where
independent native Christian leaders could be found.
Data Coding and Retrieval
1 did coding and retrieval using Microsoft Word to categorize interview material
and written publications by American Indian and Euro-American authors according to
themes: contextualization, syncretism, culture, traditional, symbol, ritual.
Ethical Considerations
The following ethical considerations were given highest importance in this study:
•
•
•
•

•
•

All participants in this research project volunteered to requests for interviews.
Eighteen of the respondents voluntarily participated in the case study.
Each participant gave permission to be video or audio taped during their
interviews.
The interviews were transcribed by me and then sent to each respective
participant for their final approval of the information imparted. They were
given an opportunity to make revisions and resubmit the final transcript to me.
The interviews have not been shared with anyone inside or outside of this
research pool.
Twenty-five of the research participants have given permission to quote
material from their interviews. [I have not been able to contact two of the
research participants. One has moved and left no forwarding address. One has
not responded to e-mail, phone contact, or postal communications.] It has been
my goal in the writing of this dissertation to bring no harm to these participants
and to accurately report and analyze the data given.
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Theoretical Framework
The following diagram gives a visible frame of reference as to how the theoretical
structure and application of this dissertation will unfold.
Figure 1
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The four theories I will use in interpreting the data are Christ and culture,44
contextualization, syncretism and grounded theory.
All people are born into a culture which, to a great degree, forms their worldview
and prescribes a range of behavior within their families and communities. How
Christianity is introduced and received within a social system will affect how Christ and
his teachings will be accepted or rejected within a particular peoples group. For many
Native Americans, Christianity is viewed as the white man's religion and part of the
conqueror's culture. Theories of Christ and culture influenced missionary endeavors to
Native Americans. I am wondering what role culture plays in cross-cultural mission
efforts in Indian country today? The major theoretical area to be explored in this research
project will be Christ and culture.
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Theoretical Perspectives About Christ and Culture
There are different perspectives on the relationship between Christ and culture.
These will be presented in more detail in the literature review. In this research project, I
explored the theoretical concepts of Catholic theologian Louis Luzbetak45 and Evangelical
46
Protestant theologian Charles Kraft about Christ and culture. In my research, I attempted
to discover how Native Christian leaders perceive the interaction between Christ and
culture. How does the issue of Christ and culture inform Native American Christian
leaders ' opinions about the use of Native traditional symbols and rituals in Christian
worship and discipleship?
Mathias Zahniser defines a symbol as, "Anything you can see, hear, taste, smell or
touch. This includes words, gestures, and other actions as well as objects. Any color or
sound can be a symbol.,,47 Paul Hiebert writes about the importance of sacred symbols:
At the center of a culture are its sacred symbols. These integrate and give
expression to a people's worldview - the mental picture they have ofthe way
things in reality actually are (the cognitive dimension); the tone, character, and
aesthetic quality of their life; (the affective dimension); and the moral standards
that set their ideals and govern their relationships (the evaluative dimensions).
Sacred symbols differ from other symbols because they are representations of that
which is beyond the conceptual sphere - they point beyond themselves to the
sacred, the world of ultimate reality, and a more profound, more mysterious life
48
than that which humans know through everyday experience.
Rituals in tribal communities reveal the values of those societies. Monica Wilson
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writes, "Rituals reveal values at their deepest level. Men express in ritual what moves
them most, and since the form of expression is conventionalized and obligatory, it is the
values of the group that are revealed.,,49 According to Irving Hexham a ritual is,
A sacred custom or any form of repetitive behavior which is fixed by tradition. In
the study of religion it means "traditional religious behavior or actions." The ritual
element in religion cannot easily be separated from faith and belief. Religious
ritual presupposes the existence of a supernatural or divine order, revealed by
natural occurrences such as the alternation of life and death, day and night, the
movements of heavenly bodies and the progression of the seasons. Rituals are of
many types, but common to them all is the conviction that what is being done on
earth approximates the divine or supernaturally revealed order. 50
One of the steps in contextualization is exploring the significance and meaning
of the cultural forms under examination. Therefore it is important that we consider the
sacred symbols and rituals of Native American religions and how they are being used in
contemporary evangelical Christian worship.
Theoretical Perspectives About Contextualization
The word "contextualization" was used in 1972 by Shoki Coe and Aharon
Sapsezian directors of the Theological Education Fund. According to Bruce Nicholls:
The TEF report for that year [in an article included by Shoki Coe], Ministry and
Context, suggested that contextualization implies all that is involved in the familiar
term indigenization, but seeks to press beyond it to take into account "the process
of secularity, technology and the struggle for human justice which characterized
the historical moment of nations in the Third World.,,51
Over the past thirty years the term has evolved to include a specific attempt to
communicate in Indigenous forms in a cross-cultural environment. According to Mathias
Zahniser contextualization refers "to the process of adapting the gospel message and
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Christian faith to a particular cultural context."S2 Darrell Whiteman defmes
contextualization as an attempt to:
... communicate the Gospel in word and deed and to establish the church in ways
that make sense to people within their local cultural context, presenting
Christianity in such a way that it meets people's deepest needs and penetrates their
worldview, thus allowing them to follow Christ and remain within their own
culture. 53
Historically, the church has not always tried to make the gospel of Jesus Christ
culturally relevant in its evangelism and discipleship endeavors. From the Jerusalem
Council in 70 A.D. to the twenty-first century, the church has been challenged to
communicate the gospel amidst cultural and religious diversity. During the past four
decades Roman Catholic and Protestant missiologists have developed various models of
contextual theology in an attempt to address the global need for relevant Christian
theologies and liturgical forms of worship. The theories and practices of contextualization
are important to this research project because of the efforts of some native, evangelical
leaders to contextualize native, Christian worship and the critical responses of other
native leaders to the use of traditional native symbols and rituals in Christian worship.
Theoretical Perspectives About Syncretism
The fear of syncretism has been and is a legitimate concern for orthodox
Christians. However, it should not prohibit us from making an honest effort to
contextualize the gospel message in diverse cultural situations. Peter Beyerhaus in an
article entitled "Syncretism in the Old Testament" wrote:
The word "syncretism" does not occur in the Bible. But the fact of syncretism has
been present throughout the history of Israel and Christianity. I would defme
syncretism as the unconscious attempt to undermine the uniqueness of a religion
52
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by equating its elements with those of other belief systems. Syncretism equates
heterogeneous religious elements and thereby changes their original meaning
without admitting such a change. 54
Protestant missiologist Alan Tippett defmes syncretism as "the union of two
opposite forces, beliefs, systems, or tenets so that the unified form is a new thing, neither
one nor the other.,,55 Tippett defines only two types of syncretism. The first type is "a
distortion of Christian theology by mixing it with pagan myth to form a new kind of
teaching.,,56 The second type of syncretism is the use of cultural forms (symbols,
signs, songs, instruments, dance) to express Western hymnology or theology. According
to Tippett we must distinguish between two different kinds of processes. One produces a
form of Christopaganism in which the gospel message is corrupted and lost; the other
produces Indigenous Christianity where the message of Christ is preserved and translated
across cultures. Good contextualization produces Indigenous Christianity.
From within Catholic and Protestant traditions, we detect both positive and
negative veins of thought concerning the subject of syncretism. Catholic theologian
Leonardo Boff offers six categories of syncretism in his book Church, Charisma and
Power: Liberation Theology and the Institutional Church: syncretism as addition,
accommodation, mixture, agreement, translation, and adaptation. 57
Boff takes a positive view of syncretism that affirms its ability to adjust the
Christian message to various cultural milieu. He believes that "pure Christianity does not
exist, never has existed, never can exist.,,58 According to Boff, Christianity is a syncretized
Peter Beyerhaus, "Syncretism In The Old Testament." Christianity Today (1974) 18:49.
Allan Tippett, "Christopaganism or Indigenous Christianity?" In Christopaganism or
Indigenous Christianity? Tetsunao Yamamori and Charles R. Taber, eds. (Pasadena, CA: William Carey
Library, 1975), 17.
56 Ibid. 17.
57 Leonardo Boff, "In Favor of Syncretism: The Catholicity of Catholicism." Church, Charism and Power
Liberation Th eology and the Institutional Church, (New York, NY: Crossroads, 1985), 90-91
58 Ibid. 92.
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religion.
Robert Schreiter contends that syncretism and dual religious systems occur when
the gospel and culture come into contact with one another. He writes:
Culture is going to be faced with a situation of change when the gospel becomes
part of that culture. Not only do the gospel and the church have to come to terms
with the culture; the culture has to come to terms with the gospel and the church.
A less than successful coming together of these two realities can be at the root of
syncretism or the dual religious system. 59
Schreiter would agree with Boff that historical Christianity is an amalgamation of
borrowed beliefs and rituals arising out of a variety of culture and gospel encounters.
According to Schreiter there is no such entity as "pure Christianity."
How one defines and understands the theories of Christ and culture,
contextualization, and syncretism will determine their position and approach to the use of
traditional, native symbols and rituals in Christian worship and discipleship.
Grounded Theory
In their book Basics of Qualitative Research: Techniques and Procedures for

Developing Ground Theory, Anselm Strauss and Juliet Corbin describe grounded theory
as the use of an inductive method of research that "produces findings not arrived at by
statistical procedure or other means of quantification.,,60 It is a "nonmathematical process
of interpretation, carried out for the purpose of discovering concepts and relationships in
raw data and then organizing these into a theoretical explanatory scheme.,,61 This type of
research explores personal experiences, behavior and emotions. It can help analyze social
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movements and cultural phenomena. When Strauss and Corbin talk about grounded theory
they mean:
... theory that was derived from data, systematically gathered and analyzed through
the research process. In this method, data collection, analysis, and eventual theory
stand in close relationship to one another. The researcher does not begin a project
with a preconceived theory in mind (unless his or her purpose is to elaborate and
extend existing theory). Rather, the researcher begins with an area of study and
allows the theory to emerge from the data. Theory derived from data is more likely
to resemble the 'reality' than is theory derived by putting together a series of
concepts based on experience or solely through speculation (how one thinks things
ought to work) ... grounded theories, because they are drawn from data, are likely
to offer insight, enhance understanding, and provide a meaningful guide to
action. 62
To begin this process a researcher must choose a problem and state a research
question. Strauss and Corbin write, "The question(s) sets the tone for the research project
and helps the researcher to stay focused, even when there are masses of data.,,63 The
researcher needs to "maintain a balance between the qualities of objectivity and
sensitivity when doing analysis.,,64 Researchers can use a variety of resources in gathering
information: published and unpublished literature, interviews, and field observations. As
the researcher analyzes the data collected they are "able to uncover new concepts and
novel relationships and to systematically develop categories in terms of their properties
and dimensions. ,,65 The next step in this process is to organize concepts into categories,
breaking them down into smaller subcategories and looking for themes to emerge. After
coding the categories and subcategories, the researcher then refines the process by looking
for theoretical schemes that agree or disagree with the raw data. As the theory develops,
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the researcher can then compare it to theoretical concepts in the academic world and with
a select number of research participants to test the correctness of the grounded theoretical
hypothesis.

Definition of Terms
In this dissertation, I will use the terms worship and traditional in the following
manner.
Worship
Irving Hexham in the Concise Dictionary of Religion defmes worship as "religious
rituals which salute, revere or praise the deity.,,66 Worship takes on many different forms
and meanings across cultures. Within the scope of this research project I will limit the
extent of the term "worship" to refer to the symbols and rituals used in devotion to Creator
and God as revealed as Father, Son and Holy Spirit. The term "worship" is problematic in
American Indian religions. According to the authors of A Native American Theology:
Indian ceremonial life is rarely characterized as "worship" by Indian people.
Usually contemporary Indian people refer to their community rituals (clan, tribe,
district, region, etc.) simply as "ceremonies." Many Navaho ceremonies are
"sings." Pueblos call some of their ceremonies "feast days"; the Native American
Church calls its ceremonies "meetings." Yet in each case "ceremony" is an
acceptable English signification. Worship would in each case be awkward, only
occasionally adopted by Indian speakers as a gloss carried over from the
missionary experience. And, indeed, what happens in these ceremonies, as diverse
as they are from each other, is perceived by contemporary Indians as categorically
different from the complex connoted by the word worship.67
Because the term "worship" is problematic for Americans Indians, I will not use
the term ''worship'' when referring to Native American religious rituals.
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Traditionalism
Because the tern "tradition" and "traditional" are being used to refer to both Indian
and Christian symbols and rituals, I will use a modifier before each term to distinguish
between the two religions. For instance, I will use "traditional native symbols or rituals"
or "traditional Christian symbols or rituals" to help clarify the topic being discussed.
Charlotte Seymour-Smith defines the word "tradition" as "patterns of beliefs,
customs, values, behavior and knowledge or expertise which are passed on from
generation to generation by the socialization process within a given population.,,68
George A. and Achilles G. Theodorson define the word "traditionalism" as "the attitude or
philosophy that the established patterns of the past are the best guides in deciding behavior
in the present and the future.,,69 In this research project, I will use the words "tradition"
and "traditional" to refer to the sacred symbols and rituals that have been passed down
from one generation to another within American Indian communities. Some of these
traditional religious forms have been and are currently being employed by contemporary
native leaders in Christian worship.
In the Christian context, tradition is an integral part of church life. According to
Robert Schreiter:
Tradition contributes three things to the development of human community: it
provides resources for identity; it is a communication system providing cohesions
and continuity in the community; it provides resources for incorporating
innovative aspects into a community. 70
The interaction of gospel, culture and church tradition influences the theology and
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liturgy of denominational and independent churches. Therefore, in the context of
Christianity, I will use the word "tradition" or "traditional" to refer to those aspects
of church life, experience, theology, and worship that are passed down from one
generation to another.
Spirituality
Human spirituality is difficult to define because it is encased in human cultures.
Definitions differ according to worldviews and cultural interpretations. The following
definition of "spirituality" offers an explanation of this dynamic:
Spirituality refers to how we live our lives. Culture does the same; in a nutshell,
culture is the way we live together. So are the two identical? No. For in spirituality
there is more of an element of conscious choosing, by individuals or groups, to live
their lives in a particular - a deeper way. The reason it cannot be simply identified
with culture is that, not infrequently, spiritualities seek wisdom beyond the cultures
in which they exist, so that they at once belong to a culture and at the same time
attempt to enrich that culture from elsewhere. However no spirituality is
independent of the culture in which it arises and no culture is devoid of
implications for spirituality. 71
Christian spirituality crosses cultural boundaries around the world. It is lived out
in the cultural context of those who call Jesus of Nazareth - Savior, Redeemer, and
Lord. Within this context I offer the following definition of Christian spirituality:
"Christianity spirituality is the quest for a fulfilled and authentic life, which involves
taking the beliefs and values of Christianity and weaving them into the fabric of our
lives so that they 'animate, ' provide the 'breath' and 'spirit' and 'fire' for our lives."n
For the purposes of this research project, I will use the term "spirituality" to
describe the spiritual essence and quest for knowledge, wisdom, meaning, and destiny of
humanity's search for Creator God. That quest crosses all cultural boundaries in order to
Sheldrake, The New Westminister Dictionary a/Christian Spirituality,(Westminister John Knox
Press, Louisville, KY 2005) 26.
n St. John in the Wilderness: Adult Education and Formation at http://www.stjohnadulted.org/spirtuality
71 Philip
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find human fulfillment in relationship with Jesus of Nazareth who is our Creator God.
Worldview
The origin of the word "worldview" comes from the German word "Weltanschauung."
It means, "The overall perspective from which one sees and interprets the world. A

collection of beliefs about life and the universe held by an individual or a group.,,73
Brian J. Walsh and Richard Middleton say that a worldview is:

... a/the world which guides its adherents in the world. It stipulates how the world
ought to be, and it thus advises how its adherents ought to conduct themselves in
the world. In a sense, each world view comes equipped with an eschatology, a
vision of the future, which guides and directs life .. .It is important to note,
however, that worldviews (just like cultures) never belong to just one individual.
World views are always shared; they are communal. Indeed, true community is
possible only when people are bound together by a common way of life rooted in a
shared vision of life.74
In this research project, I will use the term "worldview" to describe a Western and
Native American perspective on the natural and supernatural dynamics oflife pathways.
It will encompass how we obtain spiritual knowledge and incorporate it into our individual

and communal lifestyles.

Delimitations
The group which I focused on for this research project were Native American
leaders who adhere to an evangelical theological viewpoint. William Dymess defmes an
evangelical as "one who holds that truth of God's revelation given in Scripture is
transcultural and therefore the final authority in theology.,,75 There are two groups of
Christian theologians that I will exclude from this research project. The first is
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Protestants who advocate an acceptance of post-modern pluralism and who practice an
uncritical approach to contextualization. The second group is Roman Catholic who
approach contextualization from the standpoint of church tradition.

Significance of the Study
Forty years of cultural renewal that began during the civil rights era in the United
States among Native Americans have failed to change the basic dysfunctions (e.g.
alcoholism, drug addiction, domestic violence, teen suicide, and poverty) plaguing native
societies. Now is an opportune time to re-introduce Christianity in a manner that will
"make sense" to Native Americans - critically contextualized through theology and
practice.
The 2000 United States Census 76 reveals that over one-half of Native Americans
are living in urban areas of the country. Many of these Native Americans are of mixedblood heritage and are seeking to retain some of their native identity as they assimilate
into mainstream urban cultures. Native urban youth have left their tribal heritages behind
and adopted the youth culture (along with all of its gang, drug, and violence trappings) of
mainstream America. Some Native American pastors in urban areas are seeking ways to
restore native cultural identity with Pan-Indian programs directed at urban Native
American populations. Answering questions raised about the use of traditional, native
symbols and rituals in Christian worship may help this segment of the urban Native
American population in the United States and Canada.
I believe this dissertation has the potential to contribute in several ways in helping
in this context. It can help clarify questions being asked by native evangelical leaders in
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North America concerning the use of traditional native symbols and rituals in Christian
worship. It can help address the issues revolving around the use of traditional native
symbols and rituals in Christian worship and discipleship and may help facilitate
reconciliation between colleagues within evangelical denominations. It can affect how
Native Americans respond to and receive Christianity through evangelism and worship. It
can help enable native people to understand that Christianity is not the white man's
religion, but can be the Good Red Road 77 for all native people. It can help develop more
meaningful Christian discipleship and worship within Native American churches. It can
help other Christian ethnic groups who are struggling with the same questions about
Indigenous symbols and rituals in Christian worship and discipleship.

Review of Literature
The research for this project is informed by literature from key authors writing
on Christ and culture, contextualization, syncretism, and grounded theory. This section
is an overview of the concepts of Christ and culture, contextualization and syncretism.

Christ and Culture
Louis Luzbetak
The Church and Cultures: New Perspectives in Missiological Anthropology by
Louis Luzbetak is the primary book I will review in this theory. Luzbetak begins by
affirming that the mission of "the Church is essentially a spiritual activity - the work of
the Holy Spirit. Effectiveness and true success in mission, we maintain, cannot be
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measured except in tenns of the supernatural.,,78 Those called to the mission field must
have "a deep living faith, a selfless dedication to the needs of others, and a humble,
obedient, and trustful sense of personal mission.,,79
Luzbetak: uses the example of Jesus' approach to mission (applied anthropology)
as contextualizing, incarnating or inculturating the gospel to a particular (Jewish) culture.
The theme of this book is "the tailoring of the Good News to the context oflocal
cultures. ,,80 Luzbetak gives an extensive defmition and history of the field of missiology
and anthropology. He defines missiological anthropology as:
... a blend ofmissiology and anthropology: its scope and purpose are missiological,
whereas the processes and analysis are anthropological. Missiology suggests the
issues, parameters, and goals; anthropology provides the farticular (culturological)
perspective, approach, and standards for study the issues . 1
Luzbetak traces the roots ofmissiology to the post-Constantinian era and writings
of Augustine, John Chrysostom, Pope Gregory the Great, St. Boniface, St. Columban, St.
Thomas Aquinas, and Raymond Lull to eighteenth-century Catholicism and the
outstanding theological works of 1. B. Hirscher. Luzbetak gives credit to Gennan
theologian Gustav Warneck as the real founder of Protestant missiology. During the
twentieth-century outstanding missiological historians and strategists such as Kenneth
Scott Latourette (1970), R. Pierce Beaver (1970), Gerald Anderson (1967), Eugene Nida
(1960) and Donald Anderson McGavran (1981) developed a solid foundation of
missiological anthropology. These theologians have written on concepts of Christ and
culture, syncretism, and contextualization.
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According to Luzbetak, "Anthropology inquires into the basic questions about who
human beings are, how they came to be what they are, how they behave, and why they
behave as they do.,,82 Human beings are complex entities who function in various
dimensions such as biological, historical, cultural, psychological, social, and spiritual
spheres. The field of anthropology takes a holistic approach to the study of human nature
and structures, yet it has developed into specific areas of expertise. These are cultural
(which includes archaeology, linguistics, ethnology, sociology) and physical
anthropology. The field of applied anthropology deals with the knowledge and skill of
anthropology employed toward practical human needs.
Missiological anthropologists seek an "integrative process by which a local church
integrates the Gospel message with its understanding of its culture.,,83 This integrative
process is called contextualization or inculturation. The primary goal of contextualization
is "the integration of culture with Christ and his basic message (salvation and coming of
the Kingdom).,,84 Luzbetak makes a distinction between accommodation and
contextualization. He believes:
... accommodation respects the local culture as being largely 'neutral' and as
containing many 'naturally good' elements that might serve as contact points and
stepping-stones to Christ's full message and full discipleship, contextualization
goes much farther. Contextualization views local cultures as already containing the
genn of Jesus' message, reminding us of the logoi spermatikoi of the early Fathers
of the Church. The active presence of God began on the day of creation. This
active presence continues today over the whole world, within and without the
Church. The Church is missioned not so much to introduce Christ to nonChristians as if he were a total stranger, but rather to help the non-Christian fmd
85
him already present and active in the non-Christian heart.
Luzbetak describes culture as "a dynamic system of socially acquired and socially
Luzbetak, 23.
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shared ideas according to which an interacting group of human beings is to adapt itself to
its physical, social, and ideational environment.,,86 Luzbetak offers three levels on which
cultures function. First are symbols which shape cultural forms . Forms are the who, what,
when, where, what kind, and how of a cultural pattern. Luzbetak believes the "basic
principle in contextualization is that forms as forms apart from any meaning that they
might carry are as a rule neutral.,,87 Second, functions are "the meanings of symbols, the
logic, purposefulness, and other relationships underlying and connecting the forms .,,88 It is
at this level that a culture answers the who, what, when, where, what kind, and how of its
interactions. The third level is the deepest point of culture "namely the psychology of a
society, the basic assumptions, values, and drives, that is, the starting-points in reasoning,
reacting, and motivating.,,89 Members of a society rarely question their basic assumptions
and values. They are usually unaware of what motivates a particular behavior or why a
particular form has meaning or purpose.
Jesus of Nazareth operated in all three levels of his Jewish culture (form, function,
psychology) and through his example demonstrates how contextualization of the gospel
occurs within the context of a particular culture. Luzbetak agrees with Robert Schreiter
that "the Gospel is sown in such a way as to be able to grow, expand, and develop. It
gives the individual and the Christian community a capacity to express meaningfully faith
values in ever-new local and indeed creative ways.,,90
After Jesus ' ascension, his disciples in Jerusalem continued to live and operate as
Jewish followers of the messiah. When Gentile believers joined the newly founded sect,
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messianic leaders had to decide what role Jewish and Gentile culture played in the arena
of Christian discipleship and lifestyle. 91 The early Church took the position of
accommodation, respecting and adapting the gospel message to specific cultures. Early
Church fathers such as Clement of Alexandria, Origen, Tertullian, St. Justin Martyr, and
Eusebius all believed that God had prepared the heart of the non-Christian to receive the
gospel. They took a positive approach to pagan philosophies and cultures, looking for
points of connection to the life and teaching of Jesus Christ.
During the Constantinian era, the Church climbed into bed with the political rulers
of Europe. Wars, conquest, and evangelization rode the same horse. The people of Europe
were forced to accept the religion of the conquerors. Depending on who was in power at
the time, there was some accommodation to specific cultural practices. St. John
Chrysostom, the patriarch of Constantinople "opposed such customs as horse racing and
pantomimes but did not hesitate to dispatch monks with an imperial decree in hand and
accompanied by a band of soldiers to destroy the temples ofunbelievers.,,92
Josef Schmidlin points out in his book Catholic Mission History that St. Patrick
used pagan practices associated with spring festivals and all their symbols (shamrocks,
oak trees, virgins) to explain the concepts of the Holy Trinity.93 Pope Gregory the Great
advised his missionaries to be tolerant and understanding of pagan practices. He even
instructed them to use pagan temples for Christian worship, but they must first destroy the
temple idols and sanctify the sanctuaries for Christian use.
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provided the framework for future missionary models for the next one thousand years.
Whether in cloistered communities or traveling teams, evangelism and discipleship were
their primary purpose. During the sixteenth through eighteenth century Christianity
became a worldwide religion through the colonial reign of Spain, Portugal, Holland and
Britain. Conquest and forced religious conversions went hand in hand. The Dominicans,
Franciscans, and Augustinians established monastic communities in foreign lands and
invited the Indigenous people to settle around their mission compounds. During the
fifteenth and sixteenth centuries Spanish Jesuits established mission stations or reduccion
communities among Indigenous groups in conquered regions of the world. The purpose of
the reduccion was Catholic community development and acculturation into the civilized
societies of the conquerors; this was especially true of Native Americans. In Canada
and the northeastern areas ofthe United States, the French Jesuits took a different
approach to non-Christian cultures. They settled into Indigenous communities and learned
the language, culture and religion of the Indigenous population. They took an
accommodation approach to pagan religious practices.
Protestant missions during of the 1700-1800s approached non-Christian cultures
from two different perspectives. The Moravians believed the gospel of Jesus Christ and
the example of Christian love and spiritual piety would win their pagan neighbors to
Christ. Focusing on personal conversion, they believed in the transformation of the
individual who in tum would bring about the conversion and transformation of their
families and communities. The Moravians also established Indigenous communities for
their Native Christian converts. The British Puritans believed in establishing Christian
communities set apart from their pagan neighbors. Before someone could be converted to
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Christ, they fust had to be civilized. Once civilized and converted, they had to reject every
aspect of their pagan past (family, friends, culture). Puritans and their Protestant
successors saw very little in pagan cultures that could be redeemed and employed for
Christian conversion and discipleship.
During the nineteenth century, Protestant mission strategy focused primarily on
individual conversion and the planting of Indigenous churches. Both Catholics and
Protestants sought to develop Indigenous leadership within developing Christian/Catholic
congregations. However, Protestants and Catholics alike suffered from their own
ethnocentrism in their approach to missions. Luzbetak writes:
Both Catholics and Protestants generally felt that civilization and evangelization
somehow belonged together; Catholics, however, .were less concerned about the
relationship between the two, while Protestants seemed to be divided, some
holding that civilization was a precondition for true Christianity, others holding
that civilization was a consequence and benefit of Christianity. Civilization, of
course, was interpreted by both Catholics and Protestants ethnocentrically. Both
generally viewed non-Christian religions and cultures as 'not all bad' but
nonetheless "worthy of pity" and basically in darkness and superstition, that is, in a
deplorable moral state and desperately in need of salvation. 95
Two world wars, the downfall of colonial governments, and the rise of nationalism
around the world challenged both Catholic and Protestant mission models in the twentieth
century. Roman Catholics have led the way in rethinking missiological approaches to
Third World missions. Vatican Council II set the stage for the demise of paternalistic
attitudes toward non-Christian societies. Luzbetak writes, " ... there is a real hunger in both
Western and non-Western churches for the opportunity to express one's faith in terms of
one's own culture and real-life situation. This is an unmistakable sign of the times.,,96
Catholics have risen to the occasion and are working to address the contemporary issues
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of faith and culture. Protestant denominations have been challenged by secularism,
humanism and liberalism on the one hand and the cry for orthodoxy on the other. Unable
to find common ground in theological approaches to mission, many Protestant mission
organizations have lost their vision and motivation for evangelism. Other Protestant
mission societies are trapped in a colonial paradigm that no longer works among nonChristian cultures. Looking for answers to the contemporary problems of the Church and
societies, Protestants are examining the theological and missiological work of Roman
Catholics. Luzbetak believes that contextualization (inculturation or incarnational) models
of mission are the future of global evangelism and discipleship. Taking a positive
approach to culture through applied anthropology is forerunner of twenty-first century
missiology. Gradually, Protestant missiologists are coming to the same conclusions and
returning to the accommodationlcontextualization model established by the Jerusalem
Council in 49 A.D.
Charles Kraft
Charles Kraft's book Christianity In Culture (2000), develops H. Richard
Niebuhr's (1951) and Eugene Nida's (1960) concepts on Christ and culture into three
major categories.
The first position is God-against-culture. Theologians who adhere to this position
interpret the word "culture" in terms of a fallen, evil world in which human beings exist.
Those who interpret "culture" as the evil world that surrounds them believe the only way
to live a holy life unto God is to escape from this condemned world.
The second position is God-in-culture. Kraft breaks this category into two groups.
The first stance portrays God as a "culture hero." The second standpoint in this category
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regards God as being "contained within, or at least as endorsing one particular culture.,,97
Kraft describes four sub-categories in this second standpoint. The fIrst category is deism
which teaches that God created the earth and then went on vacation, leaving the earth 's
inhabitants to care for themselves. This position sees God as above and outside of human
culture and no longer interested in the affairs of humanity. The second category draws
heavily from Catholic theology which advocates that Christ's followers should follow the
"requirements of both Christ and culture, but each in its own place.,,98 Culture contains
both positive and negative aspects, the church' s responsibility is to influence culture
toward constructive transformation. The third category is dualism which perceives the
world in either/or categories. The redeemed person walks a fme line between
righteousness and corruption.99 Human beings have to live in a corrupt world, but can
overcome the world through Christ and have the eternal hope of a better world in the
future. The fourth category is that of the conversionist, here culture is corrupted, but
redeemable through God's mercy, grace, and power. The Creator's desire is to redeem
fallen cultures and use them for His glory.100 This position opens up the possibility of
redeeming cultures (including their symbols and rituals) for use in Christian worship and
discipleship.
Kraft's third position is God-above-but-through- culture or the transformational
model. This is the position which Kraft embraces. He sees God as being "transcendent and
absolute, completely beyond and outside of culture." 101 Kraft and John Mbiti perceive the
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fonns and functions of culture as neutral vehicles through which human beings navigate
life. The transfonnational position proposes that God exists completely outside of human
cultures. God chooses to interact with human beings through their culture. 102
What are the theoretical implications of these positions of Christ and culture for
this research project? The way in which the gospel was presented to the Native
Americans has affected their attitude toward Christianity and native, traditional religion.
What they believe about native cultures influences their response to Christianity.
Discerning the role of Christ and culture is an important aspect of the controversy
surrounding the use of traditional religious symbols and ceremonies in Christian worship
and discipleship. How native, evangelical leaders view Christ and culture may infonn
their position on contextualizing native Christian worship.

Models of Contextual Theology
Some Native American evangelical leaders are currently contextualizing theology
and worship. In this research project, it will be important to learn what models of
contextual theology they are employing.
Stephen Bevans

Models of Contextual Theology by Stephen Bevans describes five models of
contextual theology. Bevans writes:
Contextual theology can be defined as a way of doing theology in which one takes
into account: the spirit and message of the gospel; the tradition of the Christian
people; the culture in which one is theologizing; and social change in that culture,
whether brought about by western technological process or the grass-roots struggle
103
for equality, justice, and liberation.
102
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Study of the history of classical theology will demonstrate the fact that all theology
has been birthed within a particular cultural milieu. Bevans maintains that theology
cannot be developed outside of a particular culture or historical context. How then can
the global Body of Christ proceed to develop theology amidst such diversity? He provides
the Church with five models to create and critique local theologies.
Bevans tells us what a theoretical model is:
.. . a model- in the sense that it is most often used in theology - is what is called a
theoretical model. It is a "case" that is useful in simplifying a complex reality, and,
although such simplification does not fully capture that reality, it does yield true
knowledge of it. Theoretical models can either be exclusive or paradigmatic, or
inclusive, descriptive, or complementary. 104
The Stephen Bevans offers six models in his book Models of Contextual Theology.
The translation, anthropological, synthetic, and transcendental models are useful to this
study.
Translation Model. The translation model is concerned with translating the meaning of
doctrines into another cultural context - and that translation might make those doctrines
look and sound quite different from their original formulations. Nevertheless, the
translation model insists that there is "something' that must be "put into' other terms.
There is always something from the outside that must be made to fit inside; there is always
something 'given ' that must be "received. ",105 The primary criteria of this model is
Scripture and church tradition. The translation model is the most commonly employed
model of contextual theology today.
Anthropological Model. This model of contextual theology focuses on "the
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establishment or preservation of cultural identity by a person of Christian faith."lo6 The
foundation for this model is the value and goodness of humanity. Bevans writes: "This
model, more than any other, focuses on the validity of the human as the place of divine
revelation and as a source (locus) for theology that is equal to scripture and tradition."lo7
According to Bevans, "The strength of the anthropological model comes from the
fact that it regards human reality with utmost seriousness. It attests to the goodness of all
creation and the lovability of the world into which God sent His only son."I08 This model
allows people to view Christianity in a new light. It begins with the real life situations of
people, addressing their interests and concerns. One of the major drawbacks to this model
is that it can fall prey to "cultural romanticism." Because cultures are changing all the
time, no one culture remains intact and unaffected by outside forces (Christianity, wars,
economic and political factors). We live in a global community and must be aware of how
cultures change through historical and contemporary encounters with other cultures. The
anthropological model often tries to isolate a particular culture and insulate it against
cross-cultural encounters. The very method itself is a Western creation based on the
science of anthropology. Theologians who use this model must be open to cultural change
and cross-cultural encounters.
Synthetic Model. This model of contextual theology falls in the middle-of-the-road
category. According to Bevans:
It tries to preserve the importance of the gospel message and the heritage of
traditional doctrinal formulations, while at the same time acknowledging the vital
role that culture has ~layed and can play in theology, even to the setting of the
theological agenda. 1 9
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It seeks out resources from other cultures and various theological expressions to

help clarify the Christian faith. This method allows one to combine one cultural point of
view with the various points of views of others. It seeks to create "a dialectic, something
that is acceptable to all standpoints."J 10 It's strength is its ability to engage a postmodern
world in seeking truth through relationships and conversation. Contextual theology is an
ongoing process created in community. It never becomes a finished product because
cultures and cultural exchange are never static. The synthetic model "witnesses to the true
universality of Christian faith."J JI It encourages dialogue and learning between many
varying points of view and seeks commonality rather than disharmony. However, there is
an innate danger in the synthetic model. It's openness to dialogue can create an
atmosphere where one culture may "sell out" to another, more powerful culture. For
instance, a dominant culture like the United States could be more persuasive (or
aggressive) by insisting a weaker culture assimilate into the dominant culture (i.e. Native
Americans). The synthetic model has also been accused of being too "wishy-washy" to
produce a strong, vital, working theology that would have a positive impact for individual
or cultural change.
Transcendental Model. According to Bevans:
There are some things we cannot understand without a complete change of mind.
Some things demand a radical shift in perspective, a change in horizon - aconversion-before they begin to make sense. Until we make this shift, whatever we
are trying to understand will defy understanding. JJ2
The transcendental model seeks to change the way a person perceives reality.
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Reality is not something that is "out there" but rather something that is within the
human psyche and spirit. It is only through "soul searching" that one can discover truth.
This model's strength is that it does not rest on a set of doctrinal formulations that make
no sense to an individual. It is not based on understanding seeking faith, but rather, faith
seeking understanding. The transcendental model acknowledges the historical and cultural
context in which a person seeks to theologize. Because people share the same cognitive
process, it allows them to engage in meaningful conversation on human spirituality.
Robert Schreiter
Constructing Local Theologies (1985) by Robert Schreiter offers three approaches
to developing local theologies. The first utilizes translation models which try to "free the
Christian message from its previous cultural accretions," then translate the gospel
into a new situation. I 13 The second approach employs adaptation models which "seek a
more fundamental encounter between Christianity and culture." I 14 These models take the
worldview and philosophical framework of the culture seriously and fmd ways to
introduce Christianity in culturally relevant methods. The third approach uses contextual
models which "concentrate more directly on the cultural context in which Christianity
takes root and receives expression. ,,115
Schreiter examines two contextual models. He writes, "They differ principally in
how they read the dynamics and dominant needs of their social contexts ... both models
recognize that almost all cultures in the world undergo continuing social change." I 16
One utilizes an ethnographic approach which is basically concerned with cultural identity.
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The other concentrates on issues of social ills and oppression (i.e. liberation, feminism).
How one determines which model to use depends on the local context of the
people. Each cultural group must ask the following questions. What is the incarnational
nature of Christ in this culture or situation? What is the sacramental nature of reality for
this people's group? How do we understand divine revelation in this situation? What are
the felt needs of the group? Who informs the decision to be made - opinion leaders,
cultural context, church doctrine, tradition, Scripture? What are the external or internal
factors which influence the local context and how will this help determine which model to
select?
Schreiter believes Scripture was birthed in particular cultures, at particular times in
history and all new theologies must have the opportunity to develop their own formulas
and creeds within their own particular context. He contends that a local contextualized
theology begins within community - a community of believers who study their own
tradition in comparison with other theological traditions. He believes this comparative
analysis of theological traditions will produce parallel themes and theologies.
Although the above models deal primarily with the creation of theology, the
principles used can be applied to the development of Christian liturgy within a local
context. These models can help serve as a guideline for native, Christian leaders struggling
with various aspects of contextualizing native, Christian worship.
In Protestant theological circles there is a wide range of opinions concerning
contextualized Christian worship. Liberal minded universalists contend that all paths
lead to God, therefore we need to be tolerant of differing perspectives concerning the
worship of God. Evangelicals maintain the integrity of the gospel must not be
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compromised by polluting Christian worship with any pagan rituals and sacred objects.
The greatest controversy over contextualizing Indian Christian worship occurs within
evangelical Protestant circles (Southern Baptist, Assembly of God, Church of God,
United Pentecostal, Christian & Missionary Alliance USA). Protestant denominational
leaders have been struggling to find a way to facilitate contextualization without
compromising the integrity of the gospel and historical church orthodoxy.
In an article entitled "Checks Against Syncretism" in Christianity Today (1991)
Paul Hiebert offers the theological community a four-step method for developing critical
contextualization. Hiebert writes:
There is always the danger that we take an uncritical affirmative approach to
contextualization and use the cultural context as the final authority in determining
the limits of contextualization. The result is syncretism that undermines the truth of
the gospel. What we need is a biblically based way of doing theology in particular
cultural and historical contexts. I 17
The following are four checks against syncretism. Scripture must be primary.
Christians must have faith in the continuing work of the Holy Spirit to lead believers into
all truth. The hermeneutical community of the church must work together to interpret
Scripture. The final product of a biblically based theology must be open to the critique
of the larger Body of Christ throughout the world. These four criteria can be used to help
Native Christian leaders determine if current efforts to contextualize Christian worship are
biblically based or a form of syncretism which threatens to undermine the integrity of the
gospel of Jesus Christ. 11 8
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Perspectives on Syncretism
The book Christopaganism or Indigenous Christianity is a compilation of
scholarly papers written for the William S. Carter Symposium on Church Growth at
Milligan College in 1974. The following scholars participated in the symposium; Alan R.
Tippett, Donald A. McGavran,

J.e. Hoekendijk, and Peter Beyerhaus with Testsunao

Yamamori and Charles Taber as acting editors.
Alan Tippett
In his paper "Christopaganism or Indigenous Christianity," Alan Tippett sets the
stage for the symposium by defining the problem of syncretism in church history. He
writes:
The basic problem would seem to be how to communicate the essential
supracultural core of the gospel to new believers in other cultures without having
it contaminated by the non-Christian forms with which it must be communicated
and shared. 119
According to Gene Getz supracultural means, "Doctrinal guidelines that grow out
of biblical functions and directives and which can be applied in any culture of the world
and at any moment in history.,,120
From the Jerusalem Council in 49 C.E. to the mission fields of the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries, disciples of Jesus Christ have struggled to communicate the gospel in
cross-cultural milieus. Western missionaries have created two types of Christianity.
Tippett writes:
th

" .as we examine the churches of the 19th and 20 century mission fields, we
frequently find one of two situations. First, they may be thoroughly western in
fonn, teaching and values and quite unrelated to the cultural ethos, so that people
live in a borrowed, foreign kind of existence, or a dichotomous one which
119
120
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compartmentalizes the religious and secular. Or second, we may have the tragic
manifestation of syncretistic worship, Christopagan, more animistic than Christian,
because the thinking is animistic and the ritual magical. 121
Tippett defines syncretism as "the union of two opposite forces, beliefs, systems or
tenets so that the united form is a new thing, neither one nor the other.,,122 When this
occurs, the supracultural gospel becomes tainted with non-Christian meaning creating a
new form of animism. He gives his readers an excellent example of a peasant leader
named Juan from a Mexican village who developed his own form of Christianity based on
Spanish Catholicism and his tribal mythology. Juan's theology of God was a mixture of
Catholicism and mythology, neither resembled the supracultural gospel of Jesus Christ.
Tippett believes "if the gospel is to be meaningful in any given culture, it must be
expressed and experienced in the forms of that culture.,,123 When a new convert to
Christianity first hears the supracultural gospel of Jesus, that person filters the message
through the old framework of their worldview. Tippett believes:
... either he will innovate with new (foreign) religious forms while retaining the old
conceptual framework, or with the Christian gospel using meaningful cultural
forms for expressing it. The former I have called syncretism, and the latter I am
calling Indigenous Christianity.124
Tippett then gives an excellent example of an aboriginal festival and worship
service in a Guatemalan church. In this particular situation, the supracultural message of
Christ was retained, yet blanketed in the cultural symbols and rituals that were locally
relevant to that ethnic group.
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In his paper "Formal Transformation and Faith Distortion," Tippett proposes that
there are two types of missionaries. One he calls the religio-man who tries to form some
kind of "coexistence between Christianity and the non-Christian faiths.,,] 25 The
religio-man maintains that the spirit of Christ is already present in the cultural
environment of the non-Christian and that through a ministry of presence, some will be
drawn to Christ through the lifestyle of the Christian missionary. Visser't Hooft would
disagree with this position on the grounds that Christianity is a historic revelation of God
within a specific time and place. Visser't Hooft rejects the idea that Christianity is only
one expression of faith and to put Christianity within a "general phenomenon called
religion is to set it in a framework which is foreign to its nature.,,[26 The religio-man
accepts the universality of the Creator's presence in all expressions of religious beliefs and
forms. Tippet believes that when the religio-man allows a coexistence with non-Christian
philosophies and fails to assign new meaning to old religious forms, then syncretism
occurs. Tippett refers to the other type of missionary as the apostolic-man who takes the
Great Commission of Christ seriously and calls people to a "defmite and demonstrated
Change 0 f

.h
.
.
,,127
f:att - a converSlOn expenence.

Often struggles over syncretism or Indigenous Christianity occur in the area of
cultural symbols. J.B. Bavinck believes that forms are amoral and that by using forms that
are similar (prayer, ritual, art, music), the cross-cultural missionary may be able to win
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some to Christ. Bavinck calls this approach "possession.,,128 Charles Kraft believes that
amoral cultural symbols can be "transformed" by reassigning Christian meaning to them
thus leading to a reformulation of faith.129
Tippett gives an example of how a congregation in Fiji used their traditional rituals
and symbols in worship, assigning them new Christian meaning. The gospel message
was preserved, yet the congregation was able to remain Fijian in their cultural expression
of their Christian faith. This is how Indigenous Christianity is supposed to work. He
concludes his paper with these words of wisdom:
We understand that the church has to maintain its life and witness in the world,
with a message which is transmissible in the cultural forms that are
comprehensible in that familiar world. Yet there is always a danger of becoming so
accommodated to that world that it is no longer recognizably Christian ... The
greatest methodological issue faced by the Christian mission in our day is how to
carry out the Great Commission in a multi-cultural world, with a fc0spel that is
both truly Christian in content and culturally significant in form . 1 0
Donald A. McGavran
Donald A. McGavran's paper, "The Biblical Base," helps define the limits of
Indigenous Christianity and the dangerous arena of syncretism. The primary question for
Christian evangelizers is: What is the ultimate authority which determines the pure faith or
essential core of Christianity? McGavran offers three frameworks which historic
Christianity has used to decide what is the ultimate authority in reference to the gospel of
Jesus Christ. First, Roman Catholics have historically cited the authority of the Church
which acknowledges the inspired and inerrant Bible (including the apocryphal books)
which is interpreted by educated Church scholars and ultimately the Pope. Church
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tradition rests on Scripture, but decisively it is Church tradition, plus Scripture that is the
final framework for ultimate authority.l3l Second, Protestants have historically adhered to
the Bible alone (canonical books), along with Church creeds and the writings of the early
Church fathers. 132 The third group is comprised of both Catholics and Protestants who
believe "the essential core of the faith is neither the Pope nor the Bible but the direct
experience of Christ." 133 These adherents believe that Christ's' spirit dwells in all cultures
and that Christian truth is available through a variety of milieus. "Christ may use some
element of their culture to reveal new truth, not in the Bible, but particularly needed by
them.,,134 McGavran rejects this position because it relies too heavily on human reasoning
and personal revelation.
McGavran agrees with Alan Tippett that the essential core of the gospel is found
only in Scripture. McGavran quotes the biblical authors ' (Jude, Paul, and John)
affirmation of faith in the historical Jesus of Nazareth and their experience of Christ in the
person of Jesus. McGavran takes the Protestant position that Scripture is the only inspired,
inerrant, and authoritative Word of God. He believes that pure faith and essential gospel
were "made known by God. The missionary does not take his own culture-bound
invention to other lands. He is an ambassador taking the message of the King. That is its
overwhelming importance. It is God's message,,135 The Bible clearly defmes what the
essential core of the Christian message is. McGavran writes:
Anything which damages this core is forbidden syncretism. Anything which leaves
this core intact is permissible adjustment. To be sure, different churches will draw
Donald A. McGavran, "The Biblical Base from Which Adjustments are Made." In Christopaganism
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lines in slightly different places, but the outlines of the faith once for all delivered
to the saints will be clearly visible. As each denomination draws its fme line, the
multitude of fme lines will together make one wide line clearly identifying the pure
faith.136
As the gospel interacts with various ethnic groups, it will have to make some
adjustments so the message is relevant and applicable to the recipients. McGavran
believes that the historic Western church has made three major adjustments. He writes:
... the process of making adjustments is substantially the same in every continent
and every age. Ethnotheology is constantly being formulated in all cultures, in all
ethne. When it is correctly formulated, the church accepts it as valid. When
incorrectly, the church rejects that ethnology as heresy. 137
The first adjustment in European Christianity came through the philosophies
during the age of Enlightenment. Secularism has created a spiritual atmosphere where
humanity has become self-sufficient and no longer sees the need for a Creator God. Some
theologians, such as Paul Tillich and John Robinson, have attempted to adjust the gospel
message to reach a secular society that is filled with humanistic philosophy. The
adjustments to the gospel message have created a different gospel than the one Jesus and
his followers promoted. McGavran writes:
... this adjustment to culture - imperils the faith which God has once for all
delivered, it has gone too far; it is syncretism. It should be rejected by intelligent
Christians on the grounds that instead of revelation judging culture, in such
adjustments the culture has weighed revelation, found it wanting and molded it
.
.
• i:
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a syncretIstIc
10rm agreeabl e to mo dern man. 138
The second adjustment made within European Christianity was the theology of
deism which teaches that the Creator has abandoned the world and left humanity to govern
themselves and creation. Since the Creator was no longer on the scene, miracles were
impossible and prayer was reduced to human meditation. Deists held that culture was
136
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good and it was God's will to use culture for the betterment of humanity. This allowed
for little assessment of good or evil aspects of any given culture. The adjustments made
to deistic thought helped bring about the downfall of mainline denominations. Their
churches emptied out and those who remained - their faith grew cold. There was no
impetus for evangelism, intimacy with God, or hope beyond human efforts to change the
world for the betterment of humanity. McGavran believes:
All these adjustments to the deistic culture were syncretism. Under the guise of
adjusting Christianity to a rational culture, theologians and leaders of these
segments of the church gave birth to a new syncretistic religion 139
The third major adjustment to European Christianity came in 320A.D. when Arius,
a presbyter-theologian, tried to explain the doctrine of the Trinity. Arius "taught that
Christ was created by God the Father and was less than God, though higher than man." 140
Arius was trying to communicate the concept of the Trinity to gnostic believers who
denied the deity of Jesus Christ. Arius' theology of the Trinitarian God opened the door to
endless heresies in the church, particularly the belief that there were other prophets,
saviors, and teachers on equal parity with Jesus of Nazareth.
McGavran believes the question facing the Church throughout the centuries "that
Christianity should adjust to each culture from which men become Christians, when does
legitimate adjustment become illegitimate syncretism?,,141 When considering this
question, missiologists must understand four great truths about cross-cultural evangelism.
First, Christianity has and will make adjustments to culture at every level and in every age.
The Church "lives in a constant tension between the biblical given and the changing
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culture.,,142 Second, Christian leaders have and will make errors in judgments when
trying to adapt the gospel message to any given culture. The task before all of us is
complex and full of ambiguities. But the essential core of the gospel must not be
compromised. Third, errors made in ethnotheology which lead to syncretism occur when
we fail to take all the data in the Bible seriously.143 Finally, "the right formulation of any
adjustment to culture will be in harmony with all the biblical evidence as well as be
couched in terms understandable by men in that culture.,,1 44
Peter Beyerhaus

In his paper "Possessio and Syncretism in Biblical Perspective" Beyerhaus affirms
God's sovereign rule over the nations of the world (Isaiah 53:12; Daniel 7:14; Matthew
28: 18; 1 Corinthians 15:22-25). He writes that "we have to reflect back to the basic act of
him who takes into possession that which by eternal right is already his sole property.,,145
The Creator's reclamation ofthis world is challenged by the usurper and fallen angel
Lucifer. This cosmic battle for control and rule of the earth is what Beyerhaus calls the
"

.
.
. ,,146
possessLO-syncretlsm
aXIs.
Beyerhaus proposes three stages of possessio. First, the Creator God "invades this

occupied world of nations (Lucifer's domain)'and establishes bridgeheads of his
sovereignty.,,147 This is accomplished through the Cross of Calvary and Christian
missions. Second, "These bridgeheads of elected communities become the basis of
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operation for a Innovative reconquest of the whole ethnic and cultural territory which they
represent ... the distorted elements of the fIrst creation are reclaimed for the
Kingdom of Christ." 148 Third, the Second Coming of Christ will remove the usurper of the
nations and Jesus will establish himself as King of kings and Lord of lords over all the
earth.
As citizens of God's Kingdom on earth we are to be concerned with the fIrst two
areas of possessio. One is establishing bridgeheads for Christ's kingdom through mission
outreach; and the second is the role of mission in establishing redeemed/elected
communities for Christ. How we approach mission in the context of cross-cultural
encounters will depend on our view of Christ and culture. The Western model of
imperialism has not worked in Third World contexts. Beyerhaus believes the answer lies
in the canonical texts of the Bible as to how to relate to non-Christian cultural contexts.
The word "syncretism" does not occur in the Bible, but the fear and process of
syncretism transpired both in the Old and New Testaments. Beyerhaus defmes
syncretism as:
The unconscious tendency or the conscious attempt to undermine the uniqueness
of a specifIc religion by equating its elements with those of other beliefs ....
Syncretism equates heterogeneous religious elements and thereby changes their
original meaning without admitting such change. 149
The Old Testament records the historic battle between Yahweh worship and the
cultic religions of the Phoenicians and Canaanites. Beyerhaus writes:
Israel responded in three specifIc ways: First, segregation - remaining separate
from their pagan neighbors. Second, eradication defeating and driving out their
enemies within the boarders of the promised land. Third, adaptation - taking some
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of the Canaanite practices and places of worship and subduing them to Yahweh's
authority. 150
There was always a struggle for the Israelites to keep their vows before Yahweh
and remain faithful to their traditions in the presence and temptation of their pagan
neighbors.
The early Christian church was at even greater risk of becoming a syncretized
religion which challenged the fundamental core of the Christian faith. Visser't Hooft
refers to the reign of Alexander the Great as a historical wave where "the most powerful
and comprehensive blending and combination of different religions ever has taken place in
history.,,151 The threat to Christianity came from Judaism, Dionysian, and Gnosticism. The
great Church councils helped debate threatening heresies and helped establish the essential
core of the Christian faith. This was to help clarify the teachings of Jesus and unify the
Church with a sound theology of the Trinity.
Beyerhaus believes that a certain amount of assimilation of cultural forms and
thoughts were brought into the early Church. This was accomplished in three decisive
steps. Selective possessio occurred whenever the biblical faith crossed cultural borders
searching both the Old and New Testaments, a careful selection was made from
Indigenous cultural forms, symbols, liturgical practices and philosophical thought
that were in continuity to the "prophetic and messianic tradition.,,152
The second step of possessio is "always accompanied by a conscious rejection" of
those cultural elements that are incompatible with biblical faith.,,153 Some cultural forms
could be adapted and used in Christian discipleship and worship. Beyerhaus writes:
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It is the purification of the adapted material from those elements which have been

defiled and distorted the original beauty of creation and man' s sincere response to
general revelation. Whenever Christian missions by way of translation and
indigenization take into usage native concepts and practices, they have to guard
these adopted elements against their interpretation in light of their former
conception. 154
According to Beyerhaus, the third step is reinterpretation and rededication of
cultural forms can only be made by:
... means of complete change of propriety, function and direction of the preChristian concepts, practices and goals. The titles of divine dignity, the existential
experience of trans-personal realities in fear and hope, as well as the ritual
symbolism of the other religions were regarded as shells. Having been evacuated
and purified, they were filled with the new reality of God's grace in Jesus Christ
and the Holy Spirit. 155
This process is full of risk for the cross-cultural communicator, especially with
first generation believers who are familiar with the overt and covert meanings of cultural
concepts and symbols and may wish to distance themselves from their former religious
traditions. Beyerhaus believes, "The acceptable time for vigorous possessio will be
when an Indigenous church has grown in biblical insight and spiritual maturity and
aggressively challenges its environment for Christ, the Pantocrator.,,156
Robert Schreiter
Robert Schreiter states that syncretism "has to do with the mixing of elements of
two religious systems to the point where at least one, if not both, of the systems loses basic
structure and identity.,,157 Historically, the Christian church has taken a negative view
toward the mixing of two religious systems. The goal of the Church has been to keep the
gospel message of Jesus Christ pure and uncompromised by adding concepts that are
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contrary to the core message of Scripture.
Schreiter points out that historically other religious systems have borrowed
Christian symbols and forms to create new religious movements. He writes:
There was also the phenomenon of peoples in cultures borrowing elements from
Christianity and incorporating them into their own religious structures. The
thousands of African Independent Churches, with the emphasis on healing, ecstatic
behavior, and exorcism, began to spring up throughout that continent, and there
was little that the established churches could do about it. 158
Most Christian theologians and Church leaders take a negative approach to
syncretism. Schreiter comments on this hard line approach to the problem, "One of the
options for responding to the syncretistic possibility has been to take a rigid line on the
question of any cultural accommodation whatsoever. But that too, has had its unfortunate
consequences, one of which has been the development of dual systems." 159 He applies this
phenomena to North American Indians. Wherever dual religious systems were created,
they either were practiced in full view of Catholic and Protestant missionaries or they
retreated to secret, discreet locations far from the watchful eyes of the Church leadership.
Schreiter proposes that there are three kinds of religious dual systems, he writes:
In the first kind of dual system, Christianity and another tradition operate side by
side. This is a common phenomenon among many Native American groups in
North and South America ... People follow both sets of rituals and see no
contradiction in doing so ... While there may be some amalgamation of the deities
of the two systems, these systems function essentially independently of each
other. 160
The second type of dual religious system is found primarily in rural West Africa.
Schreiter describes this system:

157
158
159
160

Robert Schreiter, 2001:144 .
Ibid. 145.
Ibid. 145 .
Ibid. 148.

65

In a second kind of dual system, Christianity is practiced in its integrity, and

selected elements from another system are also practiced. Often those elements are
perceived by Christian leaders as incompatible and even contradictory to
Christianity ... In times of distress, this dual practice becomes especially evident.
There are not only prayers to the Christian deity, but recourse to local priests and
healers for their intercession with local deities as well. It is as though the people
wish to exhaust all possible channels of mediation. While the dual practices appear
clearly contradictory to the Christian leadership, local members do not see the
contradiction. 161
The third type of dual religious system is found in Asia "where a particular
religious tradition and citizenship in a nation are seen as inextricably bound Up.,,1 62 This
dual system is called "double belonging.,,163 Schreiter writes:
Can one really be Burmese or Thai without being Buddhist? Or Taiwanese without
being Taoist? Or Japanese without being Shinto? These religious patterns are so
deeply woven into the culture that it is no longer possible to discern easily what is
religion and what is culture. And so people are raising the question of whether one
can be Buddhist and Christian at the same time in South Asia, or whether all Taoist
.
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Robert Schreiter contends that these three types of dual religious systems occur
because: (1) Christian leaders do not understand the "conversion" process from one
religious system to another; (2) The definition of "religion" needs to be expanded from a
set of theological doctrines to a way of living which embraces various aspects of human
cultures; (3) How do various cultural milieus embrace Christianity so that it penetrates to
the core of a particular culture's worldview and traditions? (4) The gospel of Jesus Christ
will create change in culture specific milieus. The gospel must come to terms with the
culture and the culture must respond to the gospel and the church. Schreiter writes: "A less
than successful coming together of these two realities can be at the root of syncretism or
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the dual religious system;,,165 (5) Not everyone in the Church has a problem with
syncretism. Schreiter wonders, "Does the need for mUltiple mediations or routes of access
to divine power lay into this? Is 'pure' Christianity seen as something only for foreigners?
Or for certain classes or groups within the culture?,,166 and (6) Christianity has borrowed
from many different historical cultures such as Greek, Germanic, Celtic, and Roman
traditions. Schreiter asks, "Is our problem now that this same process is continuing, but
that things are happening too quickly and many more cultures are involved?,,1 67
Schreiter proposes that the cross-cultural minister needs to find a different starting
place to determine the dynamics of culture, contextualization, syncretism and dual
religious systems. He proposes a semiotic approach to culture:
Semiotics is the study of signs (from the Greek semeion = sign). It sees a culture as
a vast communication network, whereby both verbal and nonverbal messages are
circulated along elaborate, interconnected pathways, which, together, create the
systems of meaning. 168
Schreiter believes that when the starting point is the receiving culture the gospel
has a better chance of taking root in the culture. He writes:
By taking the perspective of the receiving culture rather than that of the incoming
church, we can get a better sense of which options are most likely to be engaged
within the culture, given the range of incorporative possibilities. If the encounter
between church and culture is often an incomplete one, the reason for that could
well be that the church does not adequately understand the culture. Starting from
the culture's perspective is a firmer base from which to envision the whole
dynamic. 169
This process would entail looking for similarities between the sign/symbol system
of the receiving culture and those within Christianity. Schreiter writes:
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Here the signs in the Christian system seemed similar to signs in the local system,
and those Christian signs could then be taken over into the local system according
to its own codes, and so could come to bear its own messages. Thus the signs of
Christian grace, the sacraments, come to be understood as signs of local power,
bearing the local messages about power. 170
One of the dangers of this process is that societies experiencing duress or upheaval
may begin to indiscriminately mix the two sign/symbol systems wherein the core gospel
of Jesus Christ is lost. Schreiter writes:
The difficulty with entering a culture UfIder these circumstances is that the
receiving culture will continue to find ways to maintain itself, and often will
reconstitute the sign systems entering the culture to fit the entire pattern of the
culture. The receiving culture, though in a stressful state, often proves more
resilient than was first obvious. Indiscriminate mixing often results. 171
Schreiter believes the above form of incorporation "is the one most identified by
Christians as syncretistic.,,172 Schreiter cites the development of the Ghost Dance among
the Plains Indians as an example of this type of syncretism. 173
During the twentieth century a number of scholars have UfIdertaken the challenge
to defme the problem of syncretism, the development of Christopaganism; and the quest to
retain orthodoxy in theology and practice on the Christian mission field. A few of those
authors are J. H. Bavinck (1960, 1981), Charles Kraft (1979), Louis Luzbetak (1966,
1988), Thomas Molnar (1988), Bruce Nichols (1979), Eugene Nida (1959,1990),
William Reyburn (1978), William Smalley (1997), Carl Starkloff(2002), and
Will em Visser't Hooft (1963).

Schreiter, 152.
153 .
172 Ibid. 154.
173 Ibid. 155.
170

171 Ibid.

68

Perspectives on Worldview
Paul G. Hiebert
Paul Hiebert's book Transforming Worldviews is the most comprehensive work
that Dr. Hiebert wrote on worldviews and Christianity. As a twentieth century
missiologist, Hiebert discusses the mission methodology of the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries. He writes:
Many missionaries [in the nineteenth century] looked for evidence that people
were truly converted, such as putting on clothes; giving up alcohol tobacco, and
gambling; refusing to bow to ancestors; taking baptism and communion; attending
church regularly. Such changes are important as evidence of conversion, but it
became clear that these did not necessarily mean that underlying beliefs had
changed. People could adapt their behavior to get jobs, win status, and gain power
without abandoning their old beliefs. They could give Christian names to their
pagan gods and spirits and so 'Christianize' their traditional religions. 174
During the twentieth century Protestant seminaries and theologians began
emphasizing the need for correct doctrine concerning the deity of Jesus Christ, his virgin
birth, miracles, and resurrection. Correct theology and doctrine, however, do not always
lead to transformed lives. Paul Hiebert writes, "People often say the same words but mean
different things. Underlying explicit beliefs is a deeper level of culture that shapes the
categories and logic with which people think and the way they view reality."l75
During the twentieth century, missionaries and missiologists discovered that a
change in outward behavior did not always lead to an inner transformation of a new
converts belief system. Hiebert writes:
Conversion to Christ must encompass all three levels: behavior, beliefs, and the
worldview that underlies these. Christian should live differently because they are
Christians. However, iftheir behavior is based primarily on traditional rather than
Christian beliefs, it becomes pagan ritual. Conversion must involve a
174
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transformation of beliefs, but if it is a change only of beliefs and not of behavior, it
is a false faith (James 2). Conversion may include a change in beliefs and
behavior, but if the worldview is not transformed, in the long run gospel is
subverted and the result is syncretistic Christo-paganism, which has the form of
Christianity but not it essence. Christianity becomes a new magic and a new,
subtler form of idolatry. 176
Dr. Hiebert traces the concept of worldview through its philosophical and
theological roots then moves into methologies to application in contemporary
cultures. In his chapter entitled "The Modem Worldview" Hiebert addresses the
contemporary cultural dynamic of globalism within the context of modem or postmodern
worldviews. This chapter is particularly helpful for Native Christian leaders who are
grappling with issues surrounding naturalism/supernaturalism, this world/other worlds,
human centered/God centered, science/religion, materialistic secularismlheavenly
spiritualism, and public sphere/private sphere. 177 Hiebert then ties these dualistic themes
together to show how Western Christianity has impacted the worldviews of other cultures.
He writes:
Modem Neoplatonic dualism has left many Western Christians with a spiritual
schizophrenia. They believe in God and the cosmic history of creation, fall,
redemption, final judgment, and new creation. This provides them with ultimate
meaning and purpose in life. Yet they live in an ordinary world that they explain in
naturalistic terms - one in which there is little room for God. They drive cars, use
electricity, and ingest medicines - all products of scientific understanding that
reinforce a scientific way of thinking. 178
Hiebert pulls the themes of his book together in discussing the dynamics of a
biblical worldview. He writes:
To understand Scripture, we must seek to understand the worldview themes that
underlie the whole. The unity of Scripture lies first in its insistence that all the
biblical events are part of one great store - in other words, a central diachronic
worldview theme. On a synchronic level, it affirms that the God who spoke to
Abraham and David is the same God who revealed himself in the person of Jesus,
that all have sinned and come short of the glory of God, and that there is no
salvation apart from God's divine plan. 179

Hiebert, 2008 : II.
Ibid. 141-155.
178 Ibid. 154.
179 Ibid. 266.
176
177

70

Working from Genesis to Revelation, Hiebert then traces themes from
creator/creation to revelation/redemption. In his final chapter "Transforming
Worldviews," Hiebert explains how transformation works within a biblical worldview and
is translated into a cultural worldview and culminates with the development of authentic,
holistic, Indigenous Christianity.
Jerrv H. Gill
Jerry H. Gill wrote a book entitled Native American Worldviews. Jerry is not a
Native American. His purpose in this book was to gather the combined wisdom of
scholars, ethnographers and native leaders. Native American Worldviews is an
introductory compilation of various worldview of First Nations tribes. Gill writes, "This
term [worldview] is meant to designate a people's basic understanding of the world as a
whole, along with their own place in it. W orldviews comprise a synthesis of philosophical
and religious beliefs as they are commonly understood in Euro-American culture.,,1 80
Gill compares the difference between Native American and Euro-American
worldviews. Concerning a native worldview, Gill writes:
A great many Native American peoples envision life as ajourney along a path, a
journey in which the purpose is to follow the path as faithfully as possible without
straying from it into impropriety, sickness, or evil. This path is considered to be the
way of wisdom, health, and beauty, and its ultimate goal is a life that culminates in
a maturity and fulfillment of character embodied in old age. Various rituals are
enacted whenever a person wanders or falls from the path, rituals which seek to
restore the balance or harmony of a truly wholesome life. Thus the prayer and/or
admonition that one will 'walk in wisdom,' or in health or beauty, is a common
one among Native Americans. 181
Gill explains how a traditional Western world view is expressed in Christianity:
Generally speaking, the Judeo-Christian heritage has not given a great deal of
attention to spatial orientation or to the role of the sun in its understanding of the
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world. Rather, it has focused on historical events and personages such as Moses
and Jesus as the crux of reality. Moreover, the human condition is usually
understood in this tradition as more a function of one's standing in the sight of
God than as a journey along a path. Even more specifically, Jews think of their life
in relation to commandments and duties, while Christians generally believe that
the original human condition is one of being out of favor with God by virtue of sin.
Native American worldviews, by contrast, tend to view reality as primarily spatial
rather than as historical and life as good unless one's balance is disrupted. 182
Gill makes a clear distinction between pre-European conquest worldviews and
contemporary worldviews held by the Indigenous people in North America. The scope of
this work covers themes of time and space; origin stories; ceremonies and customs;
pathways of life, health, harmony, loyalty, courage, wisdom and beauty. This book
culminates in the contemporary tug-of-war between tradition and progress in native
communities. Gill's book will help inform this research project in the area of the
participants worldview and their contemporary struggle to bridge the past, present and
future approach to native Christian worship. It is imperative for those working among the
various native tribes in North America to realize that not all Native Americans have the
same world view. Only a complete immersion into a tribal group (language, religious and
societal studies) will help reveal a particular group ' s worldview.
This research project is set in the context of these discussions about
contextualization, syncretism, and worldview. These topics will benefit from the
conversation and will contribute to the ongoing debate.
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Chapter Two
There are twenty-seven individuals who participated in this research project. In
Chapter Six: Analysis of Data of this dissertation, I break the participants into three
categories: Innovative Contextualizers, ModerateContextualizers and NonContextualizers. The reader can reference the description of these three groups on page
197.

I created a fictitious research case [Appendix A] that describes the personal
struggles of a mixed-blood young man. He has been hired to work in a Christian half-way
house counseling Native American men. These men were parolees who have been
incarcerated at Lompoc Federal Penitentiary in California. The native residents of the halfway house have native religious symbols and sacred objects in their rooms. They want to
build a sweat lodge at the half-way house. The resident counselor (Dustin) is conflicted
about how to respond to the request of the half-way house residents.

Data
Question One:
What advice would you give Dustin and Julie concerning the use of
native symbols and ceremonies in Christian worship and discipleship?
Understanding Theological Perspective
Ten of the twenty-seven respondents thought that Dustin and Julie needed to
understand the evangelical theological worldview they were nurtured in during their
formative years. For some respondents this had to do with the belief that people who are
raised in a conservative family and church environment have a difficult time
understanding the principles of contextualization in a cross-cultural encounter with
Native Americans. For example, Rev. Anita Keith states:
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The first thing I would do is tell Dustin and Julie that they need to be "decolonized." The lie and misperception that is within them has been taught in the
church since 1492. The second thing that I would tell them is that EuroChristianity is not the Christianity that the apostles taught. It is a Euro-Western
version of Christianity that is mostly patriarchal and ethnocentric. I would explain
as gently as I could that missionaries have for centuries brutalized Aboriginal
people with "unknowledge" and that to serve this people group, it is imperative
that they understand their own culture and native cultures.,,183
These respondents also argued that, historically, many evangelical Christian
missionaries believed the only way to be a Christian in a native community was to imitate
European Christianity. Christian missionary efforts in North America were married to
European cultural superiority. In order to be a Christian, a new convert must reject every
aspect of their former pagan lifestyle and adopt a new cultural identity based on European
cultural forms, symbols, and rituals. This meant that all native forms of worship, such as
drums and dancing, were not allowed in Christian worship. In one particular case, white
church leaders in the Presbyterian denomination, called native ministers together to have
them sign a document stating that "they would not participate in native dancing because it
was heathen.,,184 This occurred in the early 1900s, and led to a division between native and
Euro-American Christians because native believers were required to give up part of their
traditional culture.
One of the reasons there is conflict between Euro-American Christianity and
traditional native spiritual practices is based in different worldviews. In the past, attempts
have been made to contextualize native theology and worship from a theological
evangelical vantage point. Fourteen out of the twenty-seven respondents believed that
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those doing the contextualizing have been unable to distinguish between Euro-American
and Native American worldviews and cultural forms.
One major difference in worldviews is the concept and experience of the
supernatural world. North American Indians experience and understand the natural and
supernatural realms in a different way than most evangelical Christians. Native people
believe that the supernatural and physical world are intertwined and inseparable from
each other. Most traditional Native Americans understand and experience the natural and
supernatural realms as a cohesive whole. Most Euro-Americans see a dichotomy between
the natural and supernatural world, where these two realms do not intersect, they remain
separate from one another. 185
Rev. Dr. Randy Woodley explains the difference between a Euro-American and
Native American worldview and why it is important for Dustin and Julie to grasp this
difference:
The Western worldview affords little space for corporate well-being, its interest
leans more towards individual progress. In the case of Native Americans, wellbeing implies a particular concept, from a particular worldview, that goes far
beyond physical or mental health, or individual material gain or social status in
society. The concept of well-being, what I generically refer to as "The Harmony
Way," is deeply integrated in the Native American spirit and cannot be separated
into physical, mental and/or spiritual categories. In a native worldview everything
is spiritual and maintaining harmony is an exercise of well-being. For Native
Americans to experience this in life may mean anything from a personal act of
worship, such as burning sage or a corporate ceremony such as Sun Dance. It
could also include personal reflection by a river, taking an herb drink fora disease
or teaching one ' s child to weave a basket. Our spirituality is not
compartmentalized in the way a Western mind comprehends spirit. Our spirituality
is all of life. When spirituality is isolated and compartmentalized from the rest of
life, Native Americans cannot experience the well-being the Creator intended. 186
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One of the methods of discipleship used by Christian missionaries among native
people in North America has been to instruct them in correct theological doctrine. These
respondents believe this kind of approach has failed to produce large numbers of disciples
in traditional native communities. Charles Black writes:
Dustin needs to understand that natives are not going to be indoctrinated into their
beliefs, the way Christians are, they are going to evolve into them. Native people
are going to first experience them. The native point of view is that each person is
going to have a unique relationship with Creator and is going to learn unique
things. A native elder would never tell someone going on a vision quest what they
should experience or draw boundaries around that person' s experience to say what
is acceptable or not acceptable. 187
Tom Ross, a Dakota elder on the Upper Sioux Reservation in Minnesota, said:
Why does the Church have to structure a person's way of believing so much? Is it
about developing a relationship with God through Jesus Christ or is it about
establishing a controlled relationship the way the Church has with its people?
Native Americans have trouble with that. The best thing the Church can do is tell
the story of Christ and leave the rest up to that native individual. They may find a
way of believing that is deep and has much meaning. But it will not be based on
rules and regulations in how to approach Jesus. 188
These respondents feel that the role of worldview plays an important part, not only
in the way that Jesus is presented to native people, but in how a native person is discipled
in the Christian faith. Attempts to disciple traditional native people in the same approach
used with Euro-Americans has been an abysmal failure. Tom Ross is a prime example of
how the Church has failed to take into consideration a person's tribal culture and
worldview when trying to disciple a new convert to Christianity. Tom said:
When I was a recovering alcoholic, I carne to this Presbyterian Indian church on
my reservation looking for help. I did not find help there. I could not be a Dakota
man and say I talk to Jesus and Wakantanka without someone telling me I was
going to Hell. To me Jesus and Wakantanka are not different. I do not cut them in
two and say one belongs over here in the church and the other over there in the
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sweat lodge. They are not different to me. I decided to go back to my traditional
ways as a Dakota man and follow Jesus in that way. 189
These ten respondents would point to Tom Ross' experience with the Church as
normative for most native converts to Christianity. Tom shared:
They say they want to save me and help me have a personal relationship with Jesus
Christ. But then, they tell me they must define how that relationship between Jesus
and me has to be. There is where they are dead wrong; it doesn't work. What I
believe does not fit with any denominational theology about God; there is no
context in that setting for me as a Dakota man. 190

In order for Dustin to disciple the native men at this Christian halfway house, he
will have to take into consideration their various tribal affiliations and cultures. These

respondents believe unless Dustin can transition into the role as a learner in this situation,
he is likely to create the same kind of response that Tom Ross had in his Church
experience. Dustin may inadvertently cause these native Christian men to abandon all
contact with Christian churches.
Three of the respondents believed that Dustin would have a difficult time
understanding the differences in worldviews because he had been raised outside of his
father's Zuni culture. Rev. Dan LaPlante wrote:
I think with people like Dustin, native people who have not identified with their
culture previously are really going to have a struggle in the area of understanding
different world views. Generally, when you grow up in an English speaking
culture, you are driven by Western philosophies and the Western tradition of the
church. 191
One respondent felt that if Dustin and Julie can not grasp the complexities of their
own world view, it would be better for them to find a different type of ministry that does
not entail cross-cultural counseling. Bishop Ray Levesque believes:
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It is very difficult to extricate yourself from your own worldview and it may be
impossible for someone raised in a conservative Christian background to
accomplish this feat. Dustin probably won't be able to bring himself out of his own
worldview to examine another one because his own worldview says that you can't
do that. 192
Defining the Core Message of the Bible
The second major issue raised in response to question number one is: Dustin and
Julie need to understand what the gospel of Jesus is in order to figure out what is the core
message of the Bible and what is cultural baggage attached to that core message.
Twenty-two of the twenty-seven respondents agreed that it is necessary to define the
central tenets of the Christian faith concerning the person and ministry of Jesus of
Nazareth. All twenty-two research participants acknowledged that Euro-American
culture influenced the presentation and practice of Christianity among Native American
people from the fifteenth through the twentieth centuries in North America. Rev. Huron
Claus wrote:
I would say the wall is there because of the lack of Biblical understanding of
who the Jesus of the Bible is. They have a blurred picture of Jesus of Nazareth it is not clear. When native people look at Jesus Christ - it is not clear because
of the history - the way it was presented through government and missionaries.
They have a distorted perception of Christianity. I would ask: "Who is the Jesus of
the Bible?" What I do to eliminate that kind of perception is to show in the
Scriptures the similarities of the Lord's people [Hebrews] and Native Americans.
The punch line is that the Jewish people had to look at Christ beyond their
ethnicity and culture. They had to see Jesus as Messiah - Savior of the world ... that
is the transformation point. 193
Thirteen of the respondents believe that evangelical Christians do not trust people
outside of their cultural environment to incorporate the gospel of Jesus in an honest,
authentic manner which will preserve the core truths of Scripture. Therefore, evangelical
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Christian leaders do not understand their own Euro-American worldview and are therefore
unable to translate the essential elements of the gospel of Jesus Christ into a different
cultural environment. Ray Levesque wrote:
The people who are in charge of the gospel message actually have a weak view of
the good news, so much so that they have to shore up the gospel with their own
caveat views - this is what it says - but what it really means is this. So they build
an entire structure around the gospel which is centered in their worldview and
culture that then makes it transmittable, rather than transmitting the good news into
a culture and then trusting those people in that culture to interpret the sign and
symbol and decide for themselves what is acceptable and not acceptable. 194
Native people raised in a more traditional culture on federal reservations approach
spiritual learning from a different perspective than the decedents of European Americans.
Charles Black wrote:
It is an interesting contrast between the majority church and the native way of
teaching about faith because the majority church is all about 'this is the way it is
and we will make sure that you abide by it.' It is all about having right doctrine.
The native approach is to search for the path to truth, examine all possibilities, and
trust the Creator to guide you into understanding and truth. 195

Pastor Gabe Medicine Eagle, a full -blood Lakota pastor on the Rosebud
Reservation in South Dakota spoke about how the gospel of Jesus was presented to him
and how he grew in his Christian faith:
The missionary that shared the Scriptures with us allowed us, as native people, to
decide what we wanted to do in our relationship with Jesus. There were no
requirements made of us concerning our culture. If we wanted to do something that
was cultural, we did it, we were not required to do something every Sunday. We
did what we felt was right for US. 196
The missionary that introduced the Medicine Eagle family to Christ discipled
them in Bible study and prayer. There was no attempt to indoctrinate this very traditional
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native family in doctrinal theology. The Medicine Eagle family developed their theology
of God based on Scripture and prayer, trusting the Holy Spirit to lead them into all truth.
Ten of the respondents felt that Christian evangelicals in institutions of higher
education, have an inherit belief in their own superiority and abilities to correctly handle
Scripture and truth. In order to preserve the core truths of Scripture, evangelical Bible
schools and seminaries train native pastors to emulate and reproduce Euro American
Christianity. Evangelical Christian leaders assume that their experience of Christianity
must be the same for everyone. Therefore, there is an attempt to mold a new convert into
the same mindset and practice of Christianity as the majority, controlling group. Ray
Levesque said:
There are very few examples of any denominations that have the ability to train
native pastors to do contextualization. That is one of the big difficulties for Dustin
in this multi-cultural environment. Most denominations do not train people in how
to operate in a pluralistic environment; that is why I would use Lesslie Newbigin' s
Gospel in a Pluralistic Society to show where you have to make the power of the
gospel stand on its own. You can't use the power of the majority to enforce
conversion. The Church is not asking those questions because they already have a
superior way, they don't need any other way. The evangelical church is based in
mistrust, nobody can be right except US . 197
These same respondents felt that native ministers trained in evangelical
Christian schools have two strikes against them. The first strike is the inherent belief that
Euro-American Christianity is superior to all other cultural interpretations of the Gospel
of Jesus. The second strike is that these same evangelical trained ministers become
part of the White power structure in evangelical denominations which make it impossible
to extricate themselves from those power structures. Ray writes:
What you do is take the Gospel and add systematic theology, philosophy of
religion etc. You add all of these things that you are going to get in a typical
197

Ray Levesque

80

Bible school and the person who ends up preaching has no way to go back to
the simplicity of the Good News because they have built themselves into such
a tiny little box that they can barely move ... which means that anybody they talk to
will not have the privilege of moving either. So it isn't about religiosity, it is this
constructive, theological structure that they have created that makes it impossible
for them to do anything. It is literally painting yourself into a comer. 198
These same respondents felt that Dustin has backed himself into two comers.
The first corner is the fact that even though Dustin is of native decent, he will consider
himself White and is effectively a part of the White power structure. The second comer
pertains to his evangelical, theological training. Most native pastors trained in evangelical
schools who return to their reservations, relatives and neighbors can no longer relate
culturally or spiritually in that environment. They have become apples; White on the
inside and Red on the outside [a common term used on reservations]. 199
Understanding Hermeneutics, Scripture, and Contextualization.
Nineteen of the respondents felt that Dustin and Julie need help understanding
hermeneutics and Scripture in order to comprehend how contextualization works within
the Bible. They believed that if Dustin and Julie were given a simple explanation of what
contextualization means they would begin to understand how Biblical authors related to
their own cultural, historical circumstances and how these same authors took spiritual
truths and applied those truths within their own cultures. Rev. Terry LeBlanc wrote:
I would encourage them to look into the Scriptures and ask questions about what
God says about providing help to the Hebrew people. How was that help to be
obtained the way that Scripture describes it? Then, does or does not the native
practice inhibit it in some way or contradict it?200

198 Ray Levesque

Joel H. Spring. The Cultural Transformation ofa Native American Family and it 's Tribe 1763-1995,
(Lawrence Erlbaum Associates Publishing, Mahwah, NJ, 1996), 193.
200 Interview with Rev. Terry LeBlanc
199

81

In what ways does Scripture affmn or prohibit the same spiritual principles found

in native cultural forms and rituals? Once Dustin and Julie understand what
contextualization means, then they will be able to discover how Scripture and native
cultural forms intersect and interact. Dan LaPlante wrote:
It all has to do with perspective and knowledge of the Scriptures. You have to
know where you stand in your own faith. I would have him examine his own faith.
I would also ask him to examine his own culture and the native culture that he
doesn't know in the light of Scripture. This has been done many times with certain
practices and rituals that native peoples brought to the Christian church. It has been
examined debated many times and was found that it is not violating Scripture. 201

These same respondents wondered if Dustin and Julie's fear of syncretism was
influencing their understanding of the situation at the halfway house? They believed that
Dustin and Julie need to develop a better understanding of what syncretism is. After
giving them a simple explanation of what syncretism is, then ask them what their fears
are concerning syncretism, contextualization, and native spirituality. Rev. Alvin Deer
believes the Christian church has historically practiced both contextualization and
syncretism. Referencing pagan symbols incorporated into Christmas celebrations he
wrote:
A native pastor in a class I was teaching said that native Christians should not
bum cedar in ceremonies. I asked him if for eleven months out of the year cedar
was demonic, but on the twelfth month it would alright to cut down a cedar tree,
put it in our homes and decorate it. He had never considered the contradiction of
·
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Alvin believes that many of the Easter and Christmas traditions practiced in EuroAmerican churches today have their roots in pagan religions. It would be necessary to
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help Dustin and Julie understand where the line is drawn between contextualization and
syncretism and how to determine the difference between the two.
Learn Native Culture and Symbols from Native Americans
Twenty-one of the twenty-seven participants believe that Dustin and Julie need to
learn about native culture and symbols and they need to learn these things from Native
Americans who are practicing them. Terry LeBlanc wrote:
The first thing I would do is insure that Dustin knows what the symbols and
artifacts mean to the person that is wearing or using them. Not understand what
they mean in a generic sense, not understand what they mean for somebody else,
not understand what they have meant in the past, but what they mean to the
individual or individuals wearing or using them. It mayor may not be the same as
he has been given to understand. Dustin needs to come to an understanding of what
help those symbols are providing or are assumed to be providing to the individual.
What help does that person seek to obtain from that object? One needs to
investigate very thoroughly what the person is doing and what it means to them
before you critique it and say it is evil or is not. 203
These same respondents felt that Dustin and Julie may not understand their own
cultural symbols. They need to learn about the origin of their own symbols and how
meanings are attached to symbols in order to comprehend the value and meaning of
native symbols. Rev. Ron McKinney wrote:
I would have them examine their own understanding of Christian symbols and
what value they would place on them. For instance, the cross on the wall would be
symbolic of the death of Jesus. I would have them examine their own views about
those kinds of symbols and then have them examine where the native occupants of
this half way house how they view the symbols they want to use - the feathers,
tobacco ties, burning of incense, sweet grass, sage, regalia etc. They would find
out that from the native point of view, that these are tools to help in worship. They
are tools that help us connect with the spiritual side of worship. They need to
204
understand that worship is in Spirit, rather than in objects.
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Rev. Adrian Jacobs stated, "Their job as outside consultants is to present as fairly
as they can Scriptures that speak to issues raised by the item and ceremonies. They also
need to understand how they have exegeted items and ceremonies within their own
culture.,,205 Many Christians have never considered the symbolism that is employed in
Western Christianity. They have not researched their own cultural expression of the faith
that was handed down to them. Before Dustin can help the native believers in the half-way
house, he needs to take time to investigate the origin of Western Christian symbols and
ceremomes.
Every culture has it's own symbols with unique meanings attached to those
symbols. Native tribes across America have a variety of different symbols. Each tribe
may attribute a different meaning to the same symbol, therefore, it is imperative to learn
what the meaning of that symbol is to that particular person according to their tribal
affiliation. Randy Woodley wrote, "I would talk to them about what the meaning of
symbols and explain that every culture has its own symbols and the meaning behind
those symbols change. ,,206
Rev. Jeny Covil would ask Dustin to examine his father's Zuni culture and
discover the original story behind the Kachina doll. Dustin may discover there are
gateways between Zuni and Christian belief systems. The "symbolism of the Kachina
could very well be a key to evangelism.,,207 Jeny would caution Dustin to not reject all
native symbols as evil or demonic.
Ron McKinney points out that symbols carry meanings that have powerful
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emotional and psychological to each individual person according to their cultural
understanding of those symbols. Ron wrote:
We tie emotional value to symbols. But in reality, what can that symbol or object
do? If! pray to the cross, that wooden shape, it can't do anything for me. It is the
Holy Spirit that I pray to. That is where the power is. The power isn't in that wood.
The power isn't in that symbol, it is God's Spirit. Dream catchers, eagle feathers,
medicine bundles, regalia are tools, like cross and images of Jesus, that help us
associate closeness to God's spirit. 208
All twenty-one of these respondents believe it is important, when talking with
native people, to ask questions about the symbols they are using in native worship.
What is the meaning of that symbol to that individual? They encourage those in crosscultural ministry with Native American to not make broad assumptions about what those
symbols mean. They want cross-cultural ministers to ask questions of those who are
using those symbols. The meaning behind those symbols may be different because of
personal experience and tribal affiliation.
Huron Claus cautions those ministering to Native Americans to not stereotype or
romanticize native people. There are 562 unique and diverse native tribes in the United
States. When working with native people who are from diverse tribes you must be careful
to not assume that everyone is the same. Do not take a Pan-Indian approach to native
ministry. He would encourage Dustin to spend time, effort, and discipline getting to know
the individuals in the halfway house. Huron wrote:
If I am going to sit down with a Cheyenne man with a medicine bundle around his
neck, I am going to have to figure out who he is through the relationship and ask
what that medicine bundle means to him. In learning about his culture, his
viewpoints on God and family, then I feel like I have the right to fresent the truth
2o
of Scripture to the life of that individual through his viewpoint.
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A Christian & Missionary Alliance task force established guidelines for the use of
traditional native sacred objects in Christian worship.210 Rev. Craig Smith, a member of
that task force wrote:
Sacred objects are going to differ from tribe to tribe. We can not say that
particular objects are right or wrong. What we concluded is that we need the
wisdom of the first generation. We need mature, native, Christian leaders who
know their culture, to be the ones to identify for the church within their particular
tribe. They need to decide what those sacred objects are. Those believers in
those unique cultures are the ones who need to draw the line as to what is
allowable in their particular context. That will probably differ from tribe to
tribe. 211
Every respondent to this question believed there is a place for native symbols and
ceremonies in Christian worship. However, there were common concerns about how
contextualization is being done in native communities today. This is a diverse and
controversial subject where people are emotionally invested in their viewpoint. There
seems to be a lack of understanding about how to resolve the issues.
Real contextualization is more than incorporating external cultural forms and
practices into Christian worship. Huron Claus believes the challenge before native
ministers today is how to create a worship experience that draws people into an intimate
relationship with Jesus Christ. The problem occurring in native country today is a PanIndian approach to contextualized worship. A Lakota sweat lodge ceremony is tied with
traditional Sioux religion. A Navajo sweat lodge is a form of physical cleansing. A one-
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size-fits-all approach to native contextualization will not work in America because of the
diverse meanings attached to different tribal groups and their religious symbols and
ceremonies. Huron wrote:
Take the drum, it has such different meanings within different tribes. When we talk
about articles of worship and we are trying to make it all blend among 562 tribes, it
doesn't work. Is there such a thing as native Christian worship as it is being
presented today? There is native worship, but how is that defined within the
context of different tribes?212
True contextualization has to occur within the context of each distinct tribal
culture. Indigenous people in North America are struggling with a variety of serious
societal issues. They are asking what it means to be a Native American in 21 5t century
America?213 They are trying to rediscover what the traditional core values of their
ancestors were and what that means for their families and communities today. The
question before native Christian leaders today is how can they help their people heal the
ancient wounds of discrimination, loss of identity and pride, family values, personal
integrity, the plagues of alcoholism, suicide, depression, poverty, and abuse. How can
contextualizing native worship, using traditional religious symbols and ceremonies help
heal the deep psychological, emotional and spiritual wounds of native people today?
These are questions that Dustin needs to ask of himself, of those who mentor him, and for
those in the halfway house who are seeking his advice concerning the use of the sweat
lodge, medicine bundles and eagle feathers in Christian discipleship.
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Chapter Three
Data
Question Two:
How would you help resolve this situation at the halfway house?
Resolving Dustin's Inner Conflict
Seventeen of the twenty-seven participants believe that Dustin needs to resolve his
inner conflict over the use of traditional native symbols and rituals in Christian worship.
Dustin's youth pastor told him that the Katchina doll and Hetche shell were demonic. The
director of the Christian halfway house is telling him that native symbols and ceremonies
can be used for healing the native soul. Fern Cloud wrote:
How can one Christian leader say that non-Christian ceremonies and symbols are
demonic and another Christian leader say that non-Christian ceremonies and
symbols are healing? Who is right? Who is wrong? What is the truth?214
Dustin needs to resolve this issue before he can help the men in the halfway house
resolve the issues surrounding the sweat lodge.
Four of these participants felt that Dustin's negative experience with his youth
pastor has influenced his current struggle at the half-way house. In order for Dustin
to resolve this issue, he needs to revisit the pain and confusion caused by this
Pentecostal youth pastor. Fern Cloud suggested that Dustin return to his father's
Zuni tribe and reconnect with his father. She writes, "Dustin needs to go back to his own
people. He must connect with his dad, so that relationship can be healed. How can he
help anyone ifhe is so traumatized? If he really wants to be used by the Lord, he needs
to take care of himself first. ,,215
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Dustin has personal issues that need to be resolved before he can be an effective
minister to other hurting people. He was raised in a single parent home with an absent
father who came from a traditional native background. Jeny Covil wrote:
We must assume that since birth he has lived with some hurtful and harmful
stereotypes and dysfunctional beliefs regarding himself, his father and native men.
There are deeper issues relating to his identity and his childhood that must be
faced. Issues of rejection, neglect, acceptance and self-worth are far more
important issues than native ceremonies and symbols. Depending on Dustin's
personal healing and his ability to learn and develop well balanced opinions about
native ceremonies and symbols could potentially be hindered.2 16
Dustin must seek his own healing from his childhood and the wounds inflicted on
him by his youth pastor. Once he has experienced his own healing, then Dustin can help
these men at the halfway house on their journey towards healing.
These same respondents agreed that Dustin needs to go back to his father's people
and learn what it means to be Zuni. Alvin Deer wrote:
I would advice Dustin to go back to his Indian people and begin to fmd out what
the Kachina means to the Zuni people. Kachina' s are used in their Kivas. The
Zuni believe in One God. Dustin needs to understand the significance of the
217
Kachina from the Zuni's religious perspective.
These respondents believe Dustin' s youth pastor made an assumption concerning
the spiritual connotation of the Kachina doll and Heshe shell based on misinformation
handed down to him from within his Pentecostal background. Dustin needs to discover for
himself the religious role that these objects play within the Zuni culture. Discovering firsthand from his Zuni father may help Dustin resolve his confusion over native religious
symbols and ceremonies.
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Lakota pastor Leon Matthews points out that being native is more complicated
than simply having native forms made out of beads and feathers or participating in a
native ritual like a sweat lodge ceremony. Leon said:
We have people who have some native ancestry, but were raised in the white
culture. Some of these people are now saying they are native because they are
drumming, dancing, and participating in ceremonies. They have a native ancestry,
but do not have the native life, experience and culture. The true native experience
is to understand who your relatives are and that is one of the keys to being native
on the inside?18
Dustin needs to understand who his Zuni relatives are within the context of the
Zuni culture. That will help him understand who he is as a Zuni man and might bring him
greater peace in the ministry he is currently serving in.
Three of these respondents disapproved of Dustin 's youth pastors' assumption that
the Kachina doll and Heishe shell were inhabited by demonic spirits. Alvin Deer wrote,
"Why is there an assumption that they are practicing demon worship? It is unfortunate this
misconception exists about native worship because native people are the only people in
the world who have to deny who they are in order to be Christian.,,219 These three
respondents believe that historically many missionaries who encountered tribal religious
practices in North America assumed that these religious systems were based in paganism.
There was an assumption that all pagan religious systems were founded on the worship of
Satan. Therefore, any religious object used in these practices must be devoted to demons.
Dustin's Pentecostal youth pastor was trained in this type of theological worldview.
Gerald McDermott wrote about the source of this theological worldview in
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Jonathan Edwards Confronts the Gods: Christian Theology, Enlightenment Religion and
Non-Christian Faiths. McDermott comments on Jonathan Edwards' view of North

American Indians:
Like many colonials, Edwards regarded Native American religion as peculiarly
satanic. He accepted the prevailing assumption that the Indians were a remnant of
the Ten Lost Tribes ofIsrael that had lost all knowledge of true religion and
somehow made their way eastward across Asia and then by ice floes or land bridge
to North America -led all the way by Satan for the purpose of removing them
from the gospel. Once settled in America, they had become Satan' s peculiar
people, and their religion nothing more than devil worship. Despite considering
themselves free, they were in reality 'the devil' s captives' - even more than the
rest of the heathen world, which Edwards referred to more generally as the
"kingdom of Satan." Not only were they owned by the devil and therefore rightly
called "the devil's people," but they were being devoured unwittingly by the prince
of darkness. As the minister of an angry God put it, "The devil sucks their blood."
They could look forward only to the misery of hell. 220
Jonathan Edward's theological perspective on the origins of North American
Indians permeated Protestant missionary thinking through the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries. There are some remnant views from Edwards era that are still influencing some
Evangelical and Pentecostal approaches to Native American evangelism and discipleship.
Anita Keith wrote:
A heart change has to occur within this couple. Aboriginal people were made by
God as they are, to worship God from their cultural worldview as are all other
people groups. It is an offense to God to try to change that which he made. I would
suggest that they first learn about the sweat lodge. Find out what it really means to
these people. To assume there are demons involved in something we know nothing
about is ludicrous. Personally, I don't understand bagpipes but I am not going to
condemn the use of them or the deliverance of evil spirits to arise out of the
instrument just because I don't understand the reasoning behind the instrument.
221
Nor should we do that with Aboriginal ceremonies and symbols.
These three respondents believed that there is no evidence in Scripture where a
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demon can possess an inanimate object. Dan LaPlante wrote, "I would be curious to find
out how someone knows that there is a demon in a rock. I've never known anyone who
had that ability.,,222 All agreed that religious objects do not have supernatural powers in
them; they point to a greater reality. It is the believer who assigns meaning to a religious
object, determining whether it is good or evil.
Bishop Mark MacDonald spoke about the development of fear based religious
beliefs among Native Americans. He said:
So much of colonial missions was based on fear. Fear that natives would pollute
Christianity with syncretism and demonic things. If allowed to go unchecked, it
would destroy the faith and the work of the missionaries. They used fear to control
people. 223
Rev. Ron McKinney believes that Dustin needs to examine his basic belief system
that allows for a fear based theology of God and Satan. He wrote:
When there are a lot of emotions attached to an issue, it becomes very difficult to
dialog with that individual because you are dealing with an irrational fear. Try to
get his perspective on how he came to this kind of fear? What in his upbringing led
him to embrace this position?224
Ron believes most fear based theology is based on a lack of knowledge or
misinformation concerning a certain topic. The only way to move through fear based
theology is through dialog and dissemination of correct information.
One respondent felt that Dustin's fears of demonic activity was a valid issue.
Charles Black has participated in numerous sweat lodge ceremonies within differing
tribal settings. He wrote:
I have talked to some people who in certain sweat lodges have had manifestations
of spiritual beings that they did not feel at ease about. On the other hand, I talked
to someone who in her first sweat lodge she heard the sound of an eagle flapping
222
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around up in the top of the sweat lodge. Once she got over her initial surprise, she
focused on Jesus and she began to really open up and got a very peaceful
feeling.225
Charles felt that Christians need spiritual discernment to determine what the source
is of a spiritual manifestation.
These respondents would encourage Dustin to research this aspect of his belief
system in light of what the Bible has to say concerning demonic activity and possession.
Find a Mentor to Help Guide Them Through These Issues
Twenty-one of the respondents would encourage Dustin and Julie to seek out other
native ministers who have had similar experiences in dealing with native symbols and
ceremonies in the majority church. How have these native ministers worked through
these issues?
Jeny Covil would tell Dustin a story about her own experience with a painting
that had been given to her as a wedding gift. It was a southwestern sand painting of a
Kachina representing a Zuni holy man. While attending a Pentecostal church in California,
her pastor preached a sermon about cleansing the Christian home of items which may
contain demonic influences, such as books, movies, music etc. Jeny and her husband were
worried that the Zuni sand painting might have a demon attached to it. They went home
and destroyed the painting and cleansed their home of anything that might attract demons
to their home. Jeny writes:
In later years, I had discovered that my actions were in haste and immature. I had
since learned that absolute beliefs such as all images from native culture are
demonic was wrong thinking. The Lord had truly provided an opportunity for me
to deal with this situation again in a mature Christian manner, with patience,
. h out fiear. 226
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Rev. Mark Custalow would share a personal story with Dustin about his
experience on the Crow Indian Reservation in Montana. Some of his parishioners used
to attend pow wows and were involved in Indian religious practices such as peyote, sun
dance, and sweat lodge ceremonies. Some of these individuals came to accept Jesus as
their savior. A few of them decided they could no longer participate in native religious
ceremonies and adopted the religious practices of the White majority church. Others
who came out of that same environment came to believe that they had been liberated
from an incomplete understanding of God. These individuals felt they could continue to
participate in Indian ceremonies, but with the true and greater meaning of these
ceremonies which reflected the worship of God in Christ. Mark Custalow wrote, "I've
seen both of these experiences happen, not coached by pastors or missionaries, of
natives who have come to a relationship with Christ and made decisions either way in
accordance with how the Holy Spirit was leading them.,,227
These respondents would encourage Dustin and Julie to learn from those who have
come to similar or different conclusions about the use of native symbols and ceremonies
in Christian worship. Rev. Dr. Richard Twiss wrote:
I would encourage them to find some native believers who were already practicing
the use of cultural forms. Ask them how they came to the conclusions that they
came to. Go to traditional gatherings, like a pow-wow, if believers are there and
they are dancing, they have been working out their theology. They would be the
228
ones to talk to because they are practioners of whatever their beliefs are.
Fifteen of the respondents suggested finding a tribal elder to help Dustin resolve
this issue at the halfway house. Jeny Covil wrote:
I would recommend that information be sought out from tribal elders, not books by
non-native people or through the internet. Most information on the internet or
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from books written by non-natives is incorrect or not complete. Most selfprofessing eXferts on native spiritual beliefs, that are found commercially, are
not experts?2
Jeny suggested that Dustin seek out elders from the same tribe as the symbol or
ceremony in question. It would be important to build a relationship with the elders before
asking questions. It would also be imperative to find out the protocol for getting that kind
of sensitive information from a tribal elder. Most authentic native ceremonies are not
allowed to be discussed openly or pUblicly. Jeny writes:
Discussion without following protocol could cause an offense or bring dishonor.
It could also lead to the acquiring of or obtaining false or incomplete information.
This in tum leads to the passing on of incorrect information which would
ultimately discredit the believer. It also causes division and reinforces walls that
come between people. 23o
A native mentor or tribal elder would be the best resource to help Dustin resolve
these issues, however he must be committed to a long process of discovery. Jeny wrote:
It takes most traditional native people an entire life time to learn about culture and
practices. Even so, it is not complete information. It is completely unrealistic for
an adult outside of the culture to expect to learn as much as a spiritual leader of a
tribe who has lived on the reservation and become learned in the practices and
231
culture since birth. So, relax about getting all possible information.

Two of the respondents suggested that Dustin fmd a pastoral mentor who has had
cross-cultural ministry experience. This kind of pastoral mentor may be able to help
Dustin and Julie sort through their issues and help them discover what their greatest fears
are concerning this issue. Mark McDonald wrote:
I would try to listen to what the concerns are and what the fears are and help them
sort through them. I would assure Dustin that there are many people going through
this. It appears that Christian First Nation 's people are in a process of discerning
232
what these things are and how they are used appropriately and when.
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Someone with cross-cultural ministry experience would be able to identify with
Dustin's struggle to understand this issue and help guide this couple to a healthier
resolution of this problem.
Four of the respondents felt that a mature mentor could help Dustin and Julie
grow in their understanding of Scripture and Christianity. Hopefully this kind of mentor
could help Dustin and Julie see beyond their own framework of Christianity. Mark
Custalow would try to take them on a spiritual journey in developing their own spiritual
growth so that they could see things from the point of maturity. He would try to prepare
them to be able to look through the eyes of someone who looks at that very issue and
reaches a different conclusion. Rev. Custalow writes:
When I can grow a person to a point where he not only understands what he
believes and why he believes it, but he can also get behind the eyes of another
person and see the thing from that perspective, then he is equipped to be able to
reach a good Biblical conclusion and help someone else to have a proper
understanding from a Biblical perspective. 233
Being able to see a conflict from a different perspective can help them arrive at a
better understanding of their own faith and the vantage point of those who may come to a
different conclusion on these issues.
One of these respondents felt that a pastoral mentor could help Dustin and Julie
understand their call to ministry. A mentor could help them sort through their reasons
for entering ministry. What are their goals in ministry? What are the outcomes they are
seeking in working with Native Americans? Would a different kind of ministry setting be
more appropriate for them? Huron Claus wrote:
People need to define their terms before they actually go into ministry.
Within native country, whether Christian or secular, it seems like what is
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going on today is that we are putting a lot of emphasis on externals such as
form and practice. I would want to know what is really going to change the
person from the inside out, instead of the outside in. What are some of the real
battles or values they are struggling with? Across native country are serious issues
of suicide, alcoholism and sexual abuse; these are issues that need to be addressed.
Dustin and Julie may need to re-examine their call to ministry and ask if they are
called to work in cross-cultural ministry with Native Americans. 234
Dustin Needs to Listen to Each Clients Perspective on this Issue.
Fourteen of the participants felt that the best approach to conflict is to be quiet and
listen to what people have to say. Because Dustin is dealing with native men who are
from different tribal affiliations in rural and urban areas, he needs to listen carefully to
each person' s perspective on this issue. Terry LeBlanc wrote, "When you have different
natives coming out of a federal prison, you will have different meanings attached to
different symbols and ceremonies. You must talk about what they mean to others within
the groUp.',235 It will be important to learn who these men are, what their history is, and
ask questions about what they believe. Just because someone has native ancestry doesn't
mean that all native people share a common culture and religious heritage. Huron Claus
wrote:
Dustin needs to begin to observe and understand the individuality of each native
person. Where does he come from? Is he from the northwest, the southwest, or the
great plains? Don't assume that everyone is the same. Dustin is ~oing to have to
spend time, effort, discipline, getting to know each individual. 23
The native men in the halfway house already have native religious artifacts in their
possession. Richard Twiss wrote:
I would encourage this couple to sit down with these native believers and
genuinely listen as learners with an open mind. Dustin could say, 'I notice your
dream catcher and medicine bundle, can you help me understand how these objects
fit into your experience as a follower of Jesus?' That will lead you into the
234
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conversation about the sweat lodge. Listen to those people who are already doing
it. 237
Mark Custalow suggests framing an inquiry of each native Christian this way,
"I've never been in a sweat lodge. As a native person I've never heard of or talked to
anybody who has used this in a Christian practice. Help me understand what happens in a
sweat lodge, especially from the point as a follower ofChrist.,,238
Ron McKinney points out that resolving this issue in the half way house will
require on-going discussions with individuals and within group gatherings. Setting the
tone for these discussions is very important. Ron would emphatically warn Dustin, "Make
sure it is very conversational not confrontational. Native people do not respond well to
confrontational behavior.,,239 Ron would remind Dustin that "in this halfway house setting
there will be a blend of native traditions. Some may come from a more traditional setting,
others may come from a Christian background. Where is everyone coming from in this
issue?,,24o Ron suggests that Dustin make the following inquires:
(1) How has this process helped you in your faith journey? (2) If we build a sweat
lodge here, how will it help you grow in your Christian faith? (3) What will you do
when you get out where there is no sweat lodge available, how will you handle
these same spiritual issues? (4) What are you going to do to maintain your spiritual
growth?241
Dustin needs to realize these ex-cons are trying to start new lives in the outside
world. They are at the halfway house to fmd healing and learn how to walk in a good way
in this world. Dustin needs to build good relationships with these men by listening to their
life stories and understanding what their hopes and dreams are for a better future.
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Because Dustin does not understand the purpose of the sweat lodge ceremony, he
needs to first discover the basic intent of this ceremony. Chief Jerry McClure wrote, "I
would meet with Dustin and Julie for a prayer session and get them to understand that the
purpose of a sweat lodge ceremony is to pray for each other and their families.,,242 Jerry
would then try to help this couple understand that each individual may have had a
different experience in sweat lodge ceremonies. Even in Euro-American Christian
churches, prayer meetings are not all the same. Nor is everyone's experience the same for
those who participate in those prayer meetings. Chief McClure wrote, "It would be
important to learn what each individuals' understanding and experience of the sweat lodge
has been in the past and what it is today. The purpose of the sweat lodge is to pray and
each person will have a different experience in that ceremony.,,243
Work Toward a Collective a Agreement with the Residents.
Nine of the twenty-seven respondents would encourage Dustin to seek a
democratic solution to this problem at the halfway house. Adrian Jacobs wrote:
It must be native believers who make the final decision on the appropriate use,
modification, or abandonment of any native item or ceremony. They should not
rush the insider native believers but encourage them to think things through
244
thoroughly before they come to their decision of what to do.

Historically, many tribal leaders met to discuss community decisions. This process
takes time and patience. Adrian would encourage those in leadership at the half-way house
to allow the process to unfold with no eye on urgency.
After listening to each client's viewpoint, Dustin should ask them to come up with
a collective agreement about how to proceed with the sweat lodge. Ron McKinney wrote,
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"Try to get both sides to see each other' s perspective. If the majority want to do this, then
work individually with those who oppose it. Try to come to an understanding about what
the symbols and ceremonies mean within a group setting.,,245 Dustin should take this
approach with these native believers and allow them to use the process of dialog and
consensus to direct their decision concerning the sweat lodge ceremony.
Terry LeBlanc suggested they approach this situation in the same manner that a
committee would use for a Pan-Indian Pow Wow. Terry wrote, "When someone who
knows Pow Wow protocol and dance, comes to an event in someone else's territory and it
is not a Pow Wow dance competition, they dress and dance in such a way so as to not
offend the local people. It is important to respect the customs of that local region.,,246
Terry believes that arriving at a collective agreement on how to proceed with a
Pan-Indian sweat lodge ceremony would allow everyone a voice in the process and help
defuse the current conflict at the halfway house.
The residents of this halfway house have several things in common. They are of
native decent, they are currently involved in the federal judicial system, and they are
followers of Jesus Christ. Fern Cloud would remind the staff and residents that although
they come from various cultural backgrounds "what they have in common is Jesus and
they can bUl·ld on thi s common ground ." 247
Ask for Help Outside of the Halfway House.
Jerry McClure worked as a volunteer chaplain at the Federal Correctional Institute
in Lexington, Kentucky. Most federal prisons that house Native American inmates obtain
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outside help from native leaders in their region. Jerry points out that the men coming from
Lompac Federal Prison "may be learning about their own histories and cultures for the
first time. What they were exposed to in prison, may not be appropriate for their own
tribal affiliation.,,248 Jerry stresses the importance oflearning the history of each resident' s
life and spiritual journey. Each person in this halfway house may not share the same
understanding of the sweat lodge based on their life experience and exposure to PanIndian ceremonies in the federal prison system.
Fern Cloud suggested that Dustin "listen and learn from the wisdom of the director
of the halfway house. How did his director come to a place of peace about native symbols
and rituals? The director of the halfway house could bring in a traditional native elder who
could speak on these issues.,,249 The director may be familiar with native leaders in that
region who would be willing to advise Dustin and the native residents concerning these
issues.
Some of the residents of this halfway house may have already participated in PanIndian ceremonies at Lompac Federal Prison and may be able to suggest a native leader
from that region who could help facilitate a resolution to the conflict at the halfway house.
Fern suggested bringing in a "native elder like John Gros Venor who is living among the
people and understands how to do sweats and ceremonies in cross-cultural settings. John
would know how to make room for individual or tribal expressions.,,25o
Dustin May Have to Resign His Position at the Halfway House
Thirteen of the respondents believe that if Dustin can not resolve his inner conflict
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concerning the use of native religious symbols and rituals in Christian worship, he needs
to resign his job at the halfway house. Dustin is under the authority of the director of the
half way house. The director hired Dustin expecting him to adjust to this cross-cultural
environment. Adrian Jacobs wrote, "Dustin and Julie need to be in agreement with the
director and convinced in their own mind that he knows what he is doing. If they are not
convinced of his approach, they need to find another place to minister.,,251
If Dustin makes a concentrated effort to resolve this issue with the sweat lodge
ceremony and can not make peace with the native Christians at the halfway house, he
should try to find work among his own people. Anita Keith wrote, "If this couple, after a
quality teaching in sweat lodge ceremonies, still has a problem, I would suggest that they
do the natives a favor and leave the posting and move on to minister to white people.,,252
If Dustin can not settle this issue in his soul, he may cause greater confusion
among these native Christians at the halfway house. Alvin Deer wrote:
Dustin really needs to pray about it. If he really wants to work with native people,
he needs to realize that he really has a missionaries' mentality about Christianity
and native people. Where he is at right now, he is not a good candidate to be in that
position. He will do more harm than good. 253
Dustin needs to decide what is more important to him, maintaining his theological
perspective or helping these native Christians develop a healthy relationship with Jesus.
Alvin Deer wrote:
Dustin needs to decide what his purpose is at the half way house. Is he there
to evangelize people or is he there to help people find healing? Ifhe is there to
evangelize, he needs to leave. These ex-cons have already made a decision to
follow Jesus. They are there to learn how to be disciples and live better lives in
the outside world. 254
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One participant expressed concern for Dustin' s ability to tolerate religious
viewpoints and expressions outside of his evangelical worldview. Randy Woodley wrote:
I think Dustin needs to have tolerance for everyone's belief at the halfway house,
or he probably won't be able to work there. He must understand that he has his
beliefs and he doesn't have the right to condemn others who have their own
beliefs. Probably one of the over riding values in the dominant culture is
controlling each other. In native cultures, we don't do that. 255
Many native cultures allow for freedom of religious expression as individuals and
within communities. Trying to control an individual's religious choice and behavior would
not be tolerated. 256
These thirteen research participants believe that Dustin will have to stretch his
ability to view the world through a different lens of tolerance or he will not be effective in
cross-cultural ministry.
The eighteen research participants who participated in this research case study
agree on the need to be respectful listeners and learners. They also advocate a need to be
patient and tolerant with people who are grappling with complex problems. In such an
emotionally charged environment where there are differing viewpoints, we all need to ask
ourselves if we are practicing what we are preaching.
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Chapter Four
Data
Question Three
What Biblical texts or images would you use to help resolve this issue?
The research participants were asked what Biblical texts or images they would use
to resolve the issues surrounding the use of traditional native symbols and rituals in
Christian worship. Each respondent affirmed the inspiration of Scripture in developing
their approach to this controversial issue. They affirm the apostle Paul's words to
Timothy: "All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting
and training in righteousness, so that the man of God may be thoroughly equipped for
every good work.,,257 The following Biblical themes emerged out of the participants
responses.
The Example of the Hebrew Patriarchs
Fourteen of the twenty-seven participants referenced the patriarchs of the Old
Testament as men who were raised in pagan religions. The patriarchs used religious
objects from their pagan religions to worship Yahweh. Noah, Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and
Moses built altars and prayed to Creator God. They brought offerings before Yahweh and
those offerings were acceptable to the one true, living God. We also discover during the
time of Abram, the King of Salem, Melchizedek " ... was priest of God Most High, and he
blessed Abram saying, 'Blessed be Abram by God Most High, Creator of heaven and
earth. And blessed be God Most High, who delivered your enemies into your hand.,,,258
Melchizedek was a priestly king who lived among the polytheistic people in ancient
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Canaan. Yet, he was a worshipper of the God of Abram. The author of the Book of
Hebrews wrote:
This Me1chizedek was king of Salem and priest of God Most High. He met
Abraham returning from the defeat of the kings and blessed him, and Abraham
gave him a tenth of everything. First, his name means "king of righteousness;"
then also, "king of Salem" means "king of peace." Without father or mother,
without genealogy, without beginning of days or end of life, like the Son of God
he remains a priest forever. 259
Adrian Jacobs made these remarks concerning this King of Salem:
Melchizedek, a Canaanite, was a type of Christ. This priestly king came to the
covenant man, Abram, who had a special relationship with Yahweh and blessed
him. Me1chizedek gave Abram bread and wine which are symbols of holy
communion. This was a demonstration that within the nations there was a witness
of God. This is what Don Richardson calls the Melchizedek factor in culture,
where the hand of God is seen in the nations. This encounter between Abram and
Me1chizedek was a great moment in world, spiritual history. It demonstrates the
fact that God is giving his witness in the nations of the world. 260
Me1chizedek and the patriarchs had a knowledge of the Creator of the universe and
pledged their allegiance and worship to God Most High. The author of the book of
Hebrews continues to make his case for divine revelation by writing: "And what we have
said is even more clear if another priest like Melchizedek appears, one who has become a
priest not on the basis of a regulation as to his ancestry but on the basis of the power of an
indestructible life.,,261 These ancient worshippers were not instructed in a codified
religious system of rules and regulations. They came before their Creator with the
knowledge that was revealed to them and the religious articles of worship that were
available to them.
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Alvin Deer wrote:
"The patriarchs used traditional worship from their cultures and that didn't make
them untouchable or unacceptable to God.,,262 These fourteen participants referenced the
patriarchs building and worshipping at altars [a practice borrowed from their former pagan
··
] .263
re1IglOns
Before Yahweh gave Moses the Ten Commandments and the Book of the Law, we
discover that Moses built an altar to Yahweh and worshipped the one true, living God at
that altar. "Moses built an altar and called it The Lord is my Banner. He said, 'For hands
were lifted up to the throne of the Lord. ",264 Yahweh revealed himself to Moses long
before instructing him in regulations pertaining to proper worship. Noah, Abram,
Melchizedek, Isaac, and Jacob are examples of people who searched and found the
Creator of the universe. They were examples of people who earnestly sought the Creator
of the universe. 265 These fourteen respondents believe their ancestors in North America
were like the Old Testament patriarchs who earnestly sought to know the one true, living
God.
The Old Testament patriarchs from Noah to Moses understood the concept of
building altars and making sacrifices to their God. Their understanding of Yahweh was
incomplete, but they brought their offerings to him trusting in his ability to discern the
condition of their spirits. Anita Keith wrote:
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The altar symbolized that there could be no approach to the holy God on the part
of sinful men, no possible meeting or dwelling with Him, except by the offering
made at this altar. Aboriginal people understand the need to continually make
offerings to Creator. They leave tobacco as an offering of thanks when they pick
berries or herbs. They leave an offering when they cut down a tree to build a home.
They leave an offerin~ when they gather in the harvests. God sees the heart and
accepts the offering. 2 6
The revelation of Yahweh to the Old Testament patriarchs, who lived among
polytheistic people, shows that the Creator does search out people from all nations who
are seeking the Creator of the heavens and earth.
The writer of the book of Hebrews commended the Old Testament saints for their
faith and witness of the one true, living God. This author wrote:
By faith Enoch was taken from this life, so that he did not experience death; he
could not be found, because God had taken him away. For before he was taken, he
was commended as one who pleased God. And without faith it is impossible to
please God, because anyone who comes to him must believe that he exists and that
he rewards those who earnestly seek him. 267
It is clear from the Old Testament record that there were people of faith, living in

polytheistic cultures, who faithfully sought the Creator of the universe. Adrian Jacobs
offers the following example of Gentile believers who sought the one true, living God in
the Old Testament: Naaman, the Syrian (2 Kings 50); Queen of Sheba (1 Kings 10:1-13);
Zelek, the Ammonite, one of David's mighty men (2 Samuel 23:37); Oman, the Jebusite,
who sold his threshing floor to be the site ofthe temple (1 Chronicles 21:18-28); Darius,
the Mede (Daniel 6:1-28; 11:1); Rahab, the Canaanite and ancestor of Jesus (Joshua 6:2425; Matthew 1:5, Hebrews 11: 31); Ruth, the Moabitess and ancestor of Jesus (The book
of Ruth); Jethro, the Midianite priest and father-in-law of Moses (Exodus 18:1-27); Job, a
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contemporary of Abraham (The Book of Job); and the Ninevites who repented at the
preaching of Jonah (Jonah 3:1-10 - 4:1_11).268 Adrian wrote: "We often read the
Scriptures from a very limiting perspective and fail to see the very Gentile nature of the
Bible. It is truly a Gentile book.,,269
In the New Testament, the apostle Paul, speaking to seekers at the Areopagus in

Athens said:
The God who made the world and everything in it is the Lord of heaven and earth
and does not live in temples built by hands. And he is not served by human hands,
as ifhe needed anything, because he himself gives all men life and breath and
everything else. From one man he made every nation of men, that they should
inhabit the whole earth; and he determined the times set for them and the exact
places where they should live. God did this so that men would seek him and
perhaps reach out for him and find him, though he is not far from each one of us.
"For in him we live and move and have our b~ing." As some of your own poets
have said, "Weare his offspring. ,,270
God used the general revelation of creation to point back to himself. As the
Psalmist wrote:
The heavens declare the glory of God; the skies proclaim the work of his hands.
Day after day they pour forth speech; night after night they display knowledge.
There is no speech or language where their voice is not heard. Their voice goes out
into all the earth, their words to the ends of the world.271
Alvin Deer commented on the revelation described by this Psalmist:
A thousand years before Christ, the heavens were declaring the glory of God to
every nation and tongue on the earth. That means that when the missionaries came
to America, God had already prepared the way for them. The messengers who
were to bring the fullness ofthe gospel in Jesus Christ were to bring the complete
revelation of the God of Glory. Those messengers were not given the authority to
destroy who we were as a people and replace it with their sin-stained cultures.
272
Unfortunately they confused the gospel with their cultures.
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Regarding creation' s revelation of a Creator, Mark MacDonald referenced the
introduction to the gospel of John:
In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was
God. He was with God in the beginning. Through him all things were made;
without him nothing was made that has been made. In him was life, and that life
was the light of men. The light shines in the darkness, but the darkness has not
understood it. 273
Bishop MacDonald comments:
There is never a place in this world and in this life that is absolutely devoid of the
light of God. What I would try to point out is that we see so many witnesses in
culture, in stories that really point to Jesus. He has left his truth in all nations
274
which point to him.
All of the research participants agreed that the people of the earth have a clear
revelation of their Creator through the design and complexity of the created order. How
that divine revelation was perceived and then translated into human societies is a point of
dispute.
The Origin of Culture
An important part of this discussion concerning the use of native symbols and
ceremonies in Christian worship pertains to the origin of human cultures. Thirteen of the
respondents propose that Creator God not only revealed himself through the created order,
but also through people ' s groups who were seeking to know this Supreme Being. These
respondents would advocate that this Supreme Being revealed himself to other people' s
groups and prepared them through their legends, myths, and ceremonies to receive the
coming of a universal Messiah. Jeny Covil wrote:
We know that all peoples have a knowledge of the Creator. What has been missing
with all peoples around the world, including Native American peoples, is not the
knowledge of God as Creator or God as Spirit, but God as Son and Savior. Many
273
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of the stories, myths, legends, prayers, ceremonies, songs and practices are rooted
in the knowledge of God as Creator or God as Spirit. They also contained
prophecies telling about the coming of the Black Robes, Black Book, Deliverer,
Truth, Enlightenment, etc275
Thirteen of the respondents point to the apostle Paul's statement:
From one man he made every nation of men, that they should inhabit the whole
earth; and he determined the times set for them and the exact places where they
should live. God did this so that men would seek him and perhaps reach out for
him and find him, though he is not far from each one of us. 276
These thirteen individuals contend that God, through general and specific
revelation, has revealed himself to human societies that have sought to honor the Creator
God within their own cultural traditions. They would agree with Fern Clouds statement:
"Every culture has traditions. They are God given and valid.,,277 These traditions were
created to prepare the participants for a greater revelation of Creator's Son, Jesus of
Nazareth. Charles Black wrote:
When Europeans came to North America, they came believing that there had been
no witness for God. They came so that the heathen would hear the good news of
Jesus; as if the Indigenous people had no witness of God before the arrival of the
white man. The Creator had already revealed himself to these natives and they
278
should have said: "Here is the next step in what you already knoW.
These thirteen respondents agreed that the revelation found in creation is
incomplete. Mark MacDonald wrote:
God makes a claim upon all nations through the Old Testament Scriptures. And we
are led to believe that he hasn't left any culture completely devoid of his word or
his truth. We can find so many witnesses and stories in native cultures that point
279
toward Christ who is the complete revelation of God.
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Bishop MacDonald quoted C.S. Lewis who said, "All of our stories, all of our
myths come true in Christ. ,,280 Many aboriginal cultures around the world have mythology
and legends which point to God's revelation in creation and the coming of a savior who
would restore a broken world. These respondents believe these myths and legends can be
used to point people to Jesus Christ as that Savior.
Ten of the respondents support the place of general revelation through the created
order, but believe that humanity has corrupted that revelation and created human cultures
and false religious systems that pull people' s loyalty from the one true, living God to the
false gods of this fallen world.

In Genesis chapter eleven we discover that in early human history there was only
one people group. The whole world had a common language with one distinct nation and
one distinct people group. As the story unfolds in Genesis chapter eleven, we find that this
nation has moved eastward and settled on the plains of Shinar. Here they stop to build a
city and a tower. They had two goals. They would make a name for themselves and they
would not be scattered. 281 Craig Smith comments:
When we all go back in our common ancestry, we all bump heads on the plains of
Shinar. In that one culture there is evidence in these two things. One, they wanted
to make a name for themselves; who were they trying to impress? There were no
other nations, so the only people they could impress were themselves. Pride was
evident in these people. Pride exists in every human culture. Second, they would
build a city so that the people would not be scattered. When God made man in the
garden He told Adam and Eve to be fruitful, multiply, and fill the earth. God said
282
scatter. These people stopped in Shinar so that they would not be scattered.
Genesis chapter one declares that "God created man in his own image, in the
image of God he created him; male and female he created them ... God sawall that he had
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made and it was very good.,,283 God's original design for humanity was good. It was
through willful disobedience that humanity lost its perfection. After the disobedience of
Adam and Eve, the descendents of our first human parents were inclined toward rebellion
against God at every juncture of their existence. Genesis chapter six records, "The Lord
saw how great man's wickedness on the earth had become, and that every inclination of
the thoughts of his heart was only evil all the time. The Lord was grieved that he had made
man on the earth, and his heart was filled with pain.,,284 Craig Smith writes:
When you look at our common ancestors in early human history, you see pride,
disobedience and wickedness fill the heart of man. Was God pleased with this
human condition? If God gave us all our ways, gave humanity all their cultures,
then something would had to have happened between the Garden of Eden and the
tower of Babel. It is on the plains of Shinar that God confuses the languages of the
people and disperses the nations. At what point did God give people their ways of
living? There seems to be a presupposition that says that God gave us all our ways.
But I don't think you can support that position Biblically.285
With the call of Abram in Genesis chapter twelve, we receive the history of that
particular people and the nation of IsraeL God chose that one particular cultural group for
a reason. From this point forward, we see the development and history of one particular
people 's group. Craig Smith writes:
I think we can make a Biblical case that God gave the Hebrew people their
particular way of living. He was very clear on how they were to live in this fallen
world. God gave them a way of worship in the tabernacle in the desert and the
temple in Jerusalem. God told them how they were to worship and what articles
they were to use in a very distinct and particular manner. You can make a case that
286
God gave Israel a distinct way of worship, but not the other nations.
These ten respondents believe there is no evidence in the Old or New Testaments
that indicates that Yahweh gave any other nation their particular culture or religious
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system. The Hebrew slaves were enmeshed in the fallen human culture of the Egyptians
and were instructed by Yahweh to not live like the people in the land of Canaan. 287
As Moses was preparing the Hebrew people to invade and conquer the land of
Canaan, he reminded them that they were not to follow after the false gods of the
Canaanites or to incorporate the religious practices of the Canaanites into the worship of
Yahweh.288
When King David brought the Ark of the Covenant back to Jerusalem he sang the
following Psalm before the Hebrew people:
... declare his glory among the nations, his marvelous deeds among all peoples. For
great is the Lord and most worthy of praise; he is to be feared above all gods. For
all the gods of the nations are idols, but the Lord made the heavens. 289
King David indicated that "all the gods of the nations are idols." David points to
Yahweh as the One who made the heavens and earth. David did not affirm the gods of the
nations or indicate that these false gods were incorporated into Yahweh's divine plan
for the nations of the earth. Rather, David declares that praise belongs to the Lord of Glory
alone.
When the apostles Paul and Barnabas were in Lystra, they declared to a crowd of
admirers, "We are bringing you good news, telling you to tum from these worthless things
[idols] to the living God, who made heaven and earth and sea and everything in them. In
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the past, he let all nations go their own way.,,290 Paul and Barnabas acknowledged God' s
general revelation through creation, yet he states that God "let all nations go their own
way." This indicates that God was not involved in the development of human cultures.
The apostle Paul, writing to the church in Rome, made a further differentiation
between general and specific revelation, he wrote:
The wrath of God is being revealed from heaven against all the godlessness and
wickedness of men who suppress the truth by their wickedness, since what may be
known about God is plain to them, because God has made it plain to them. For
since the creation of the world God's invisible qualities--his eternal power and
divine nature--have been clearly seen, being understood from what has been made,
so that men are without excuse. For although they knew God, they neither glorified
him as God nor gave thanks to him, but their thinking became futile and their
foolish hearts were darkened. Although they claimed to be wise, they became fools
and exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images made to look like mortal
man and birds and animals and reptiles. Therefore God gave them over in the
sinful desires of their hearts to sexual impurity for the degrading of their bodies
with one another. They exchanged the truth of God for a lie, and worshiped and
served created things rather than the Creator--who is forever praised. 291
Throughout Paul's writings, he affmns that the created order declares the glory of
a supreme being who designed and activated this planet. However, Paul continuously
reminds his readers that sinful humanity has corrupted and perverted the general
revelation of the Creator God. The nations of the world failed to seek and follow this
Supreme Being. They worshipped the creation instead of the Creator. Craig Smith
comments on this passage of Scripture:
They had a knowledge of God and shared in that common ancestry. That
knowledge is embedded in the hearts of all the nations that came out of the
dispersion. The natural creation pointed to the fact that there is a God. The thing is
the natural creation and the knowledge of God through creation was not adequate
for salvation. Paul says that it left humanity without excuse. The general revelation
of creation didn 't solve the problem of fallen humanity. Because they exchanged
292
the glory of the Creator for the creation.
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The apostle Paul reiterates the premise that the nations of the earth were separated
from the God of Glory. Paul wrote the church in Ephesus:
... remember that at that time you were separate from Christ, excluded from
citizenship in Israel and foreigners to the covenants of the promise, without hope
and without God in the world. But now in Christ Jesus you who once were far
away have been brought near through the blood of Christ. 293
Paul states that these Gentile Christians were once "without hope and without God
in the world." Paul did not affirm their knowledge of God through their culture or former
religious practices. Paul told them they were lost without a personal knowledge of Jesus.
The apostle John taught the first century church that:
... we are children of God, and that the whole world is under the control of the evil
one. We know also that the Son of God has come and has given us understanding,
so that we may know him who is true. And we are in him who is true--even in his
Son Jesus Christ. He is the true God and etemallife. 294
John states emphatically that "the whole world is under the control ofthe evil
one." Taking this statement at face value, it would indicate that the "gods" and the "false
religious systems" ofthis world are under the control of God's enemy. Therefore, all
human societies are in a fallen state of degradation, corrupted by the sinful nature of
humanity. Rev. Tom Claus said:
There was a perfect culture in the Garden of Eden; that was the only real, good,
perfect culture. We had the fall in the Book of Genesis. Men fell into sin and since
that time there has not been a perfect culture. All the cultures since the Fall have
been tainted, marred, scarred and shattered by sin. People have to be careful when
romanticizing Indian cultures and thinking they are God given. There is no such
295
thing as a God given culture.
Tom believes "not everything in human culture is from God. It may come from the
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Prince of Darkness. Followers of Jesus are called out of darkness and into the light of
God, therefore Christians must be aware that noteverything in human cultures can be
brought into the Church.,,296 Tom references Jesus ' words to Saul of Tarsus on the
Damascus Road: "I am sending you to them to open their eyes and turn them from
darkness to light, and from the power of Satan to God, so that they may receive
forgiveness of sins and a place among those who are sanctified by faith in me.",297 These
ten research participants believe that when people accept Jesus as their Savior, they
become citizens of the kingdom of light. New believers are called to leave the things in the
kingdom of darkness behind and embrace a new life with Jesus in the kingdom of God.
The question being posed among native Christians today, is what constitutes the
kingdom of darkness? Does the kingdom of darkness encompass native languages,
social customs and ceremonies, traditional native religious symbols and ceremonies? Who
determines what is part of the kingdom of darkness and what is part of the kingdom of
light?
None of the respondents would support an uncritical approach to human cultures,
which are tainted with the fmgerprint of human sin. Adrian Jacobs encourages Christian
leaders to be diligent in what he calls "cultural exegesis." Adrian presents his case for this
kind of exegesis in the story of Abram and the king of Sodom:
The king of Sodom came to Abram and asked for the people, but said Abram could
keep his material wealth. We know that Sodom was destroyed because of its
sexual violence and lack of hospitality. Abram held up his hand and said "I have
raised my hand to the Lord, God Most High, Creator of heaven and earth, and have
taken an oath that I will accept nothing belonging to you, not even a thread or the
thong of a sandal, so that you will never be able to say, "I made Abram rich." I will
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accept nothing but what my men have eaten and the share that belongs to the men
who went with me--to Aner, Eshcol and Marnre. Let them have their share.298
Abram would not accept the blessing of the king of Sodom. The King of Sodom is
what Don Richardson calls the Sodom factor in culture where we see the corruption of sin.
Here the man of God refuses to compromise or agree to accept the sinful influence of
Sodom's culture. Abram accepted the witness of God in Melchizedek, but rejected the
sinful witness of Sodom. So when we look at culture, we need to do cultural exegesis. 299
Bishop MacDonald wrote:
There are certain things that would be immoral, that would have to be shunned on
the basis of practice, like temple prostitutes or the sacrifice of human beings. God
leaves his word, which is living and active, in every culture, even if they do not
acknowledge that Jesus is the Ruler. Nevertheless, God's sovereignty is expressed
in these places in many different forms and shapes. 30o
Even the Hebrew people, who were given a strict code of conduct in human
community, failed to adhere to Yahweh 's exacting set of laws. All of the respondents
agree that every human culture must be examined in the light of God's revealed Word and
design for human societies.
Sign and Symbol in the Hebrew Religious System
In the Hebrew religious system, God instituted the use of sign and symbol to

reveal deeper spiritual truthS. 301 The signs and symbols God used to manifest Himself
among the Hebrew people were unique to that particular people's group. Fern Cloud
wrote:
The people God chose to reveal himself to, the Hebrew people, were given
symbols and ceremonies. God gave them things made from the earth, like the
Genesis 14:21-24
Adrian Jacobs
300 Mark MacDonald
30 1 F.R.Weber and Ralph Adams Cram. Church Symbolism (Cleveland, OH: The Central Lithograph Co.,
1927), 25 .
298
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Heishe shell. It was tangible, something to hold on to. It is his creation. God gave
them a system in which to do their traditions and relate to their Creator. God chose
to help them worship him. 302
Each culture has its own unique signs and symbols which carry meaning particular
to that specific culture. 303 All of the twenty-seven participants believe that signs and
symbols are culturally specific. Ray Levesque wrote:
God is going to manifest himself in a culture with symbols and signs which are
unique to that people. I look at the Jews, not as templates, but as an example to say
this is how God has manifested himself to these people. When you go to other
cultures, you see lots of different ways of how God communicated with people
through signs and symbols. 304
God created ceremonies through which the Hebrew priesthood could approach
their Creator. Charles Black suggested that "Dustin and Julie study the first seven chapters
of the book of Leviticus. Here they will discover that Yahweh gave the Hebrew religion to
that particular people's group, along with their sacred objects and rituals.,,305
Twenty~ five

of the respondents believe that native religions have ceremonies

through which they can approach their Creator. Charles Black believes that some who
object to the use of native sacred objects and rituals in Christian worship do not
understand the similarity between the Hebraic and native religious systems. He writes:
They have said that smudging is syncretism, yet it wasn't when the Levites burned
incense. They say that sweat lodge rituals are syncretism, yet the sweat lodge is
ritual cleansing, just like what the priests had to do before corning before the Lord.
Almost two books of the Bible are devoted to detailing the symbols, rituals and
practices. If you could set aside your own cultural viewpoint and accept what the
Bible says about all of this, you would see the similarities between the two
systems. 306

Fern Cloud
Mircea Eliade, Images and Symbols: Studies in Religious Sy mbolism (Princeton, NJ: Princeton
University Press, 1991), 172.
304 Ray Levesque
305 Charles Black
306 Ibid.
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303
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The Hebrew priests brought incense, as a prayer offering before God. Many native
religions use smudging with cedar, sage or tobacco, as prayer offerings when praying to
Creator. Charles Black explains what the smudging ceremony is:
Smudging consists of burning incense in conjunction with prayer or worship, as
well as in ritual purificationlblessing and especially healing. Smoke is wafted over
the person or item, or spread around the room using a feather or perhaps the hand.
Smaller items, such as prayer ties, are passed through the smoke. Sage, sweet
grass, cedar and tobacco are the most coinmon herbs used. Each incense has a
meaning that can vary from tribe to tribe. This is straight out of the Bible as well as
our traditions. It is about honoring Creator, symbolizing the presence and
cleansinglblessing power of His Spirit, and other things. 307
Charles referenced three Scriptures that support the ritual of smudging.308 Charles
explains what the smudging ceremony means to him:
It is an act designed to give honor not only to Creator, but to my ancestors who
have walked in our Creator given traditions before me. It involves a degree of
sacrifice because the incense costs me something. It gives a tangible presence to
spiritual things. The aroma of the incense reminds me of what I am doing, helping
focus my attention away from myself and onto Creator and those I am praying for.
By taking the time to prepare for and do the smudging, I am putting effort into
prayer or worship. It adds a sense of sacred value to what I am doing, something I
feel is important when I am entering into the presence of the Most High.309

Anita Keith, in referring to the bronze basin located in the courtyard of the
tabernacle wrote:
The basin itself symbolized that people needed to be clean to approach God. In the
context of Aboriginal people, they are continually cleansing their bodies, their
minds, their hearts through smudging. They understand that before they can
Charles Black
308 "May my prayer be set before you like incense; may the lifting up of my hands be like the evening
sacrifice." Psalm 141 :2
"And when he had taken it, the four living creatures and the twenty-four elders fell down before the
Lamb. Each one had a harp and they were holding golden bowls full of incense, which are the prayers of
the saints." Revelation 5:8
"Another angel, who had a golden censer, came and stood at the altar. He was given much incense to
offer, with the prayers of all the saints, on the golden altar before the throne . The smoke of the incense,
together with the prayers of the saints, went up before God from the angel's hand." Revelation 8:3-4
309 Charles Black
307
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approach Creator there must be a true remorse for sin on the part of the
worshipper. 310
The ceremony of smudging helps the worshipper prepare themselves in a tangible
way to approach Creator God in an act of submission and reverence.
North American Indians have historically utilized sweat lodge ceremonies for
"purification, cleansing and healing of the mind, body, emotions, and spirit.,,311 William
Marde describes a traditional sweat lodge ceremony:
The Indian word for purification is "oenikika. Which means 'breath oflife. '"
The sweat lodge is made of branches, often willow, but other kinds of wood may
be used. Blankets or tarps are used as covering to hold in heat produced by lava
rocks which are heated, then taken into the lodge where water is poured on them to
produce steam. A fire built in the center heats some sweat lodges. Black Elk wrote,
"The sweat lodge utilizes all powers of the universe, earth, and things that grow
from the earth; water, fire; and air." The circular shape of the lodge is like a womb
or a protective bubble. When the door ofthe lodge is closed there is absolute
darkness, so that participants are aware of the presence of the Spirit. The ceremony
is shrouded in secrecy, with the prayers and songs said and sung in the sweat lodge
being known only to the participants. The sweat lodge ceremony is one of physical
and spiritual purification practiced by American Indians to overcome illness and to
prepare for other ceremonies. The water slowly releases the heat in the stones,
which rises as steam and permeates the air to create a hot, humid atmosphere
conducive to manifestation of the particular intent of the ceremony.312
Twenty-one of the twenty-seven participants associated a traditional sweat lodge
ceremony with the Hebraic ceremonial cleansing of priests. Hebrew priests were expected
to practice ceremonial cleansing when presenting their offerings before God. The Lord
said to Moses, "Take the Levites from among the other Israelites and make them
ceremonially clean. To purify them, do this: sprinkle the water of cleansing on them; then
have them shave their whole bodies and wash their clothes, and so purify themselves.,,313

Anita Keith
William Marde. Indians in the Americas: The Untold Story (San Diego, California, The Book Tree,
2005), 143 .
312 Ibid. 143 .
313 Numbers 8:5-6
310
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These respondents referenced Yahweh's instruction to Moses for ritual cleansing
before entering the Tent of Meeting. 314 Anita Keith points to the sweat lodge as a place of
purification, she writes:
Aboriginal people understand the profound holiness of Creator and never approach
him until a cleansing ceremony takes place. In the ceremony tobacco is offered to
Creator. In the context of the sweat lodge ceremonies, a ritual offering sacred herbs
are brought such as cedar, tobacco, sage and sweet grass which are strategically
placed around the sweat lodge symbolizing holiness, protection and cleansing.
They are done as an offering before approaching Creator. 315
Ray Levesque contends that first century Jewish Christians did not leave their
religious practices behind in order to follow Jesus. The apostle Paul continued to practice
Jewish purification rites when he was visiting in Jerusalem. Luke wrote, "The next day
Paul took the men and purified himself along with them. Then he went to the temple to
give notice of the date when the days of purification would end and the offering would be
made for each ofthem.,,316 Ray comments:
Paul, as evidenced in this passage, maintained his ceremonial practice within the
Jewish community well after becoming a follower of Jesus and a leader in His
Church ... Christian theology does not deny the commission of sin in the life of the
believer, nor the consequent need for forgiveness ... The theological change from
Judaism to Christianity is the clarification of the ultimate efficacy of Christ's
sacrifice, which is completely foreshadowed in Judaism and thus fulfilled in
Christ. Jesus' sacrifice fulfills Jewish soteriology and does not abrogate it. Sadly
the Protestant presuppositions simplistically characterize most ceremony, whether
Catholic, Native American or of any religion, as antithetical to Christian doctrine.
Their predisposition to shallow analysis colors any of their announcements to the
degree in which ritual itself is suspect, regardless of cultural norms in the culture
being examined. The sweat lodge, and similar ceremonies, offer the opportunity
for honest reflection and the self-disclosure of sin, as well as the opportunity for
forgiveness and restoration. The sweat lodge should be seen as a ceremony with
"Make a bronze basin with its bronze stand, for washing. Place it between the Tent of Meeting and the
altar, and put water in it. Aaron and his sons are to wash their hands and feet with water from it.
Whenever they enter the Tent of Meeting, they shall wash with water so that they will not die. Also,
when they approach the altar to minister by presenting an offering made to the Lord by fire, they shall
wash their hands and feet so that they will not die. This is a lasting ordinance for Aaron and his
descendants for the generations to come. Exodus 30:17-21
315 Anita Keith
316 Acts 21 :26
314
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tremendous capability for carrying the implications of the forgiveness of Jesus, and
not an abrogation thereof. It is a ceremony which can, in the hands of capable
Christian leadership, be fully expressive of Orthodox Christianity. Ritual in and of
itself is not a threat, but Protestant theology will always suffer due to their
fundamental suspicion of sign and symbol. 317
Just as the Hebrew priests had to ritually prepare themselves to come into
Yahweh ' s presence, native people have historically performed ceremonies that help them
prepare to enter the Creator's presence in times of prayer and supplication.
All twenty-seven research participants believe that God gave the Hebrew people
their ceremonies and traditions. Fourteen of them believe God gave native people their
ceremonies and traditions as a means of worshiping the Creator.
Six of the respondents believe that ritualistic cleansing is unnecessary for a
Christian and that participating in two religious systems is confusing for Native
Americans. Rev. John Maracle said:
What is the intent of the sweat lodge ceremony? Is not the blood of Jesus Christ
sufficient for purification? What is the particular meaning or intent of that
ceremony? The sweet grass that is burned is supposed to carry the prayers up
before God. I have direct access to God through Jesus Christ; no one can go to the
Father except through Jesus. Am I trying to create another form of religion? Am I
forming another religion or another gospel that will take the place of the work of
the Cross. When I do that, where is my focus? Is my focus on Jesus Christ
crucified, redeemer of my soul or on the form? We have a problem here between
form and function. 318
Pastor Gabe Medicine Eagle, a former Lakota medicine man said:
The symbolism of the sweat lodges can not be incorporated into the church here on
the reservation. You tell a native person, on this reservation, that we are going to
the sweat lodge, they know what that means. It is not a Christian activity.
Yet you have Christian people all over who are participating in sweat lodge
ceremonies. The sweat lodge is a preparation where you cleanse your body for the
next step into a ceremony like the Sun Dance. For me it was preparation for my
vision quest during my time as an apprentice medicine man. The sweat prepares
my body, but can not cleanse my soul. Only Jesus can purify a soul. Why would I
317
318

Ray Levesque
Interview with Rev. John Maracle
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want to build a sweat lodge next to my church? Do Christians have to purify their
bodies before entering the church building? It would be like telling them to go
home and take a bath and change their clothes before coming to church. Why
would I do that?319
Many native tribes have sweat lodges. The Navajo use a sweat lodge for physical
cleansing. The Lakota use a sweat lodge as a place for ritual cleansing in preparation for
religious ceremonies. The Huron use the sweat lodge as a place of healing. The Crow
employ sweat lodge ceremonies during puberty rite rituals for young men. John Maracle
and Gabe Medicine Eagle would warn Christians to not take a Pan-Indian approach to
sweat lodge ceremonies. Because of the diverse meaning of sweat lodges and the
ceremonies performed in that sacred native structure, they warn Christians to be careful to
learn the meaning behind this particular native ceremony and how it is practiced within
specific tribal cultures.
Sweat Lodge ceremonies were historically utilized in preparation for vision quests.
Six of the participants cited Moses as an Old Testament example of someone who
ascended a mountain in search of a personal encounter with Yahweh. 320 Moses was
seeking Yahweh's divine guidance and vision for the Hebrew people. Historically, Native
American men and women have gone on vision quests for personal and community
guidance in times of transitions. In the 1960's, during the cultural renaissance among
North American Indians, seeking a vision made a resurgence within many native tribal
cultures. 321 Dr. Scout Cloud Lee, a mixed-blood contemporary medicine woman explains
the vision quest:

Gabe Medicine Eagle
"Then Moses went up to God, and the Lord called to him from the mountain and said, 'This is what you
are to say to the house of Jacob and what you are to tell the people of Israel: "You yourselves have seen
what I did to Egypt, and how I carried you on eagles' wings and brought you to myself.'" Exodus 19:4
321 Ed. McGaa. Native Wisdom: Perceptions of the Natural Way. (San Francisco, CA: Council Oaks
Books, 2002), 130.
319
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Crying for a vision may begin with youth and may be repeated at various turning
points in one's life. Often, a single vision quest will be so revealing as to divine
one' s entire life. Vision questing is most often sponsored by an elder of experience
and personal vision. Preparation for a vision quest may vary, but often requires
purification in a sweat lodge and preparatory fasting.322
Historically, vision quests were utilized in conjunction with male puberty rites and
are now employed in developing individual and communal spirituality.
These six participants cited two instances in the life of Jesus where he went on a
vision quest. After his encounter with John the Baptist at the Jordan River, Jesus went into
the desert to seek Abba Father's vision for his ministry. The apostle Matthew wrote,
"Then Jesus was led by the Spirit into the desert to be tempted by the devil. After fasting
forty days and forty nights, he was hungry. The tempter came to him.,,323 There are many
similarities between Jesus' vision quest and Native American mythology and legends:
the seeker, the tempter/trickster, the temptation, the impartation of spiritual wisdom,
victory over evil etc. 324 These participants believe there are many parallels between the
spirituality of Jesus and Native American mysticism. On another occasion, Jesus took
three of his disciples to the top of a mountain, where they had a supernatural encounter
with their ancestors Moses and Elijah.

322 Scout Cloud Lee and Carol Ann Washburn Lee. Circle is Sacred: The Pathways to Peace . (Tulsa, OK:

Council Oaks Books, 1995), 88.
323 Matthew 4:1-3

324 Richard Erdos and Alfonso Ortiz. American Indian Myths and Legends (New York, NY: Pantheon
Books, 1984), 69-73 .
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After six days Jesus took with him Peter, James and John the brother of James, and
led them up a high mountain by themselves. There he was transfigured before
them. His face shone like the sun, and his clothes became as white as the light. Just
then there appeared before them Moses and Elijah, talking with Jesus. 325
The role of ancestors and elders play an important role in many native cultures in
discipling children and youth in the pathways to wisdom for personal and corporate
development. 326 The transfiguration of Jesus on the mountain top, with the appearance of
the Hebrew ancestors Moses and Elijah, can be used to show the similarities between
Jesus, his disciples, Hebrew elders and the historical, cultural continuum of Native
American legends and contemporary cultures.
Charles Black comments on the meaning of the vision quest for traditional native
people:
Among the first nations, when it comes to someone trying to dig deeper into their
faith and their traditions, they are told to go on a vision quest. Go find out for
yourself, then come back and tell us what your vision was. What did you learn?
Then the elders will tell you whether that is from Creator or not. 327
Native individuals are spiritual people who pursue spirituality on a personal basis.
Native elders tell the spiritual seeker to go have the experience of the supernatural, then
come back and tell the elders what they have experienced. The spiritual leaders will
discuss it and determine, based on what their traditions are, whether the seeker's
experience is valid or not. 328 Charles wrote:
Natives are not going to be indoctrinated into their beliefs, the way Christians are;
they are going to evolve into them. They are going to experience them. I know this
sounds exactly the opposite of what the Sola Scriptura camp says, which is: that

325 Matthew 17: 1-3
326 Joseph Epes Brown. Teaching Spirits: Understanding Native American Religious Traditions. (New

York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2001), 51.
327 Charles Black
328 Ibid.
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you learn Scripture and then with that basis in Scripture, you examine that
experience. Then hold on to what matches Scripture and reject what doesn't. 329
From a native point of view, each person is going to have a unique relationship
with the Creator. Not everyone will have the same experience.
It will be the community of elders who help determine if the experience is from

Creator or from a malevolent spiritual source. These six respondents are not suggesting
that Scripture doesn't playa role in evaluating an individual's spiritual experience, but
rather they are suggesting that Scripture does not dictate what that individual's experience

will have to be. The Bible is full of stories of people's experience with God, but you can
not mass reproduce those experiences for every member of the human race. Native
Christians will seek the supernatural presence of God and sift it through the lens of
Scripture. Going on a vision quest with Jesus, they argue can be a spiritual tool to help
develop their relationship with their Savior.
Eleven of the respondents pointed to the role of dance in Hebrew worship. Two
referenced the events where King David danced before Yahweh.330 The prophet Jeremiah
envisioned a time of rejoicing for the people of Israel when Yahweh would restore them to
their land, he wrote, "The Lord appeared to us in the past, saying: 'I have loved you with
an everlasting love; I have drawn you with loving-kindness. I will build you up again and
you will be rebuilt, 0 Virgin Israel. Again you will take up your tambourines and go out to

329 "Let Israel rejoice in their Maker; let the people of Zion be glad in their King. Let them praise his name
with dancing and make music to him with tambourine and harp." Psalm 149:2-3

330 "David, wearing a linen ephod, danced before the Lord with all his might, while he and the entire house
ofIsrael brought up the ark of the Lord with shouts and the sound oftrumpets." 2 Samuel 6: 14-15
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dance with the joyful. ",33 I These Scriptures indicate that dance was an acceptable form of
worship to the Hebrew people.
North American Indians have incorporated dance into the fabric of their societies,
dating back to the fifteenth century.
In the fall in North America, stately dancers in feather cloaks and engraved
shell jewelry perform a harvest dance. In the winter, storytellers entertain young
and old alike with legends of animals who can dance and talk, and sing. In the
spring, dancers celebrate the cleansing of the earth and its waterways after a long
winter. In the summer, children perform animal dances and games. All these
activities existed when North America was inhabited only by native peoples.
Some of these dance traditions still exist today. 332
Native Americans not only participated in dance to celebrate the changing of
seasons, but they incorporated dance into their religious ceremonies. The Sun Dance,
Ghost Dance and Grass Dance of the plains Indians were all ritualistic expressions tied
into each tribes ideology and theology of their Creator. 333
Rev. Darlene Red Elk Myer offers the following comparison of the Lakota
Sundance to Jesus Christ the universal Sundancer. 334

33 1 Jeremiah

31 :3-4
m Hoxie, 1996:151
333 Native American Expressive Culture. Akwe:kon Press, Ithica, NY: National Museum of the American
Indian, vol. XL, Nos. 3 and 4, FalllWinter 1994, 12
334 Interview with Rev. Darlene Red Elk Myer
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I

Lakota Sundance

I

Jesus
Universal Sundancer

Sacred Tree

Cross of Calvary

Laying your life down for others.

Giving your life so that others may
live.
Pierced and hung on a cross for
salvation and healing of people.

Pierced and hung on a "tree of life"
as an act of sacrifice for family
and community.
Intercessory prayer for healing
of individuals and community.

Intercessory prayer for healing of
nations

Ceremony performed at sunrise.
Light brings hope for a better future.

Jesus raised from the dead at sunrise
Gives hope for a better future.

There are many aspects of the Lakota Sun Dance which parallel the crucifixion of
Jesus of Nazareth. Pastor Myers believes these touchstone points between the two
traditions can be used to point to Jesus as the ultimate Son Dancer who sacrificed himself
for the healing of the nations.
Stevert Young Bear, a Lakota elder describes how dance is incorporated into
traditional native worship:
We never dance without singing. We never sing without dancing. The involvement
of the whole body is to us a part of the balance we look for in our lives. The body
and the voice are there along with the mind and the heart. We use our bodies to
have fun, to pay respect to others, and to pray to the Great Mystery. Our voices
are a gift also that should be used to send our wishes, and our feelings. 335
Dance was used as a form of worship in the O.T. and continues to be used today as
a form of communal worship in various Native American tribes. Because dance is an
integral part many Native American tribes, these respondents believe, that they can

335

Stevert Young Bear and R.D. Theisz "Standing in the Light: A Lakota Way a/Seeing, " (University of
Nebraska Press, 1994), 38 .
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incorporate dance into their worship of Jesus. Adrian Jacobs speaking about the
Handsome Lake Longhouse ceremonies said:
Christian worship among Iroquoian people can be expressed in the Iroquoian
chanting style accompanied with rattles (turtle shell, cow hom, bark, etc.) and
water drum. It is not the style but the message and messenger that determines
whether or not music is Christian or not. Communal celebrative dance is an
acceptable way to express appreciation to the Creator for all of His provision given
to humanity in His creation. The Christian Longhouse needs to have a good
hardwood floor to handle the dancing aspect of our Christian worship. No one
should be forced to join in and liberty should be given for those who choose not to
dance. Participants should feel free to join the dance procession by walking slowly
along. The communal sharing in our corporate worship is more important than a
dancer' s performance. 336
The role that dance plays among North American Indians varies from tribe to tribe.
At times, dance is a communal event like the Iroquoian Longhouse community celebratory
dance. At other times, it is incorporated into traditional rituals that conjure up spirits.
Those who advocate the use of dance in Christian worship urge those who want to use
native dance to investigate the purpose and meaning assigned to each particular
expression of dance. Alvin Deer said:
I danced the War Dance for thirty years. It is a social dance, not a ceremonial
dance among my people. It is not a ritualistic dance. I asked the Navajo about the
"Yeibichai Dance." It would not be a appropriate to try to contextualize this dance.
The "yeibichai" were Navajo spirits. It could never be Christianized. Because the
Scripture says to try every spirit because not all spirits are of God. We just can't
take anything that is native and say it is good. We have to evaluate it in the light of
that specific culture. 337
Darlene Red Elk Myers, founder and director of the Rosebud Christian Center on
the Rosebud Reservation in South Dakota made the following observation concerning the
role of dance among her people:
The Lakota elders today are the ones who were raised in the boarding schools.
They did not know their traditional culture or religion. Much of what is happening
~~: Adrian Jacobs. Pagan Prophets and Heathen Believers (copyright by Adrian Jacobs 1999), 22 .
Alvin Deer
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among these elders today is being created as they go; it is not based in the
traditional way of their grandparents. We have pow wows today, but it is just a
dance contest. The fancy dance and jingle dance are new to our people. Years ago,
pow wows had religious significance for the community, but not now. The dances
are different and the old songs have disappeared. They are making up new dances
and songs that have nothing to do with traditional religion. 338
Ten of the eleven research participants that referenced the role of dance in worship
affirm the incorporation of dance in community social events, but caution the
incorporation of tribal dances like the Sun Dance or Yeibichai Dance where animistic
spirits are invoked for ritualistic power.
Anita Keith cited the following verse from the New American Standard Bible
concerning the role of dance and regalia in worship: "Worship the Lord in holy attire;
tremble before him, all the earth.,,339 Commenting on this verse, she wrote:
When we look at native ceremonies they always encompass the idea of wearing
- full regalia in their worship of Creator. Each piece of regalia is personally designed
and made to reflect who they are as a person, as a tribal people and how Creator
made them. Their dance and ceremonies are a cultural form of worship in "holy
attire." This is even seen in the bead work [for regalia]. Beaders are taught to
always leave a flaw in their work because the only perfect one is Creator and so
their work should reflect their humbleness and their imperfection as humans.34o
Eight respondents referenced the Hebrew priests and their sacred clothing and the
sacred regalia of native people. 341 The question posed by these eight respondents is: If
Yahweh instructed the Hebrew priests and people to design sacred attire in the their
worship of him, why can 't Native Americans follow the example given to the Hebrew

338

Darlene Red Elk Myers
Psalm 96:9 New American Standard Translation
340 Anita Keith
341 "These are the offerings you are to receive from them: gold, silver and bronze; blue, purple and scarlet
yam and fine linen; goat hair; ram skins dyed red and hides of sea cows; acacia wood; olive oil for the
light; spices for the anointing oil and for the fragrant incense; and onyx stones and other gems to be
mounted on the ephod and breast piece." Exodus 25:1-7
339
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people and create sacred clothing that will honor God? Rev. Dr. Jerry Yellowhawk
commented on the design of regalia:
Our regalia has sacred symbols and designs. The feathers, colors, and symbols on
our regalia have sacred meaning to each individual. Why is it alright for us to put
our sacred symbols on our regalia and we can't have these same symbols in the
Church?342
The meaning of native regalia is just as diverse as the sweat lodge ceremony
among the various tribes in North America. Each tribe assigns different meanings to their
regalia. John Maracle wrote:
Regalia is for pow wow competition. My traditional clothing is part of who I am, it
is not a mixture. I don't wear my traditional outfit for show; I wear it for purpose.
When I served on the Mohawk Council, I was to wear my traditional outfit for a
purpose or an event like a wedding, funeral, thanksgiving or government function.
What is your purpose in doing it? Look at the whole context of the person and
people you are dealing with. Not everyone is a pow wow Indian; they are a very
minuscule percent of native people. 343
Some native people wear regalia for pow wow dance competitions. Still others
wear regalia in conjunction with cultural events like tribal council meetings or while
performing a wedding or funeral within their particular tribe. Others wear regalia for
ceremonial functions. Gabe Medicine Eagle said:
Native pow wow regalia has never been seen in the church. People raised on the
reservations understand pow wow culture. Regalia is used in dance competitions.
It has never been brought into the church. They do not associate it with God. In the
past native warriors put on feathers and regalia that represented their spirit/animal
guides. They would dance until they were possessed by the spirit of the animal.
They would go into battle with the power of their animal guide. 344
The issue with wearing regalia in Christian worship concerns the diverse meanings
attached to that regalia in differing tribal cultures in North America. What is the purpose

342

Intervtew
. WIt. h Rev. Dr. Jerry Yellowhawk

343

John Maracle
Gabe Medicine Eagle

344

131

of the regalia within a particular cultural context? There are instances where wearing
regalia would be appropriate. However, there are situations where only native Christians
living within a specific culture could make a determination about the use of regalia and
dance among their distinct culture group.
When considering the Hebraic religious system and looking for similarities within
Native American religions,

th~

seeker should question the purpose of the ceremony.

Terry LeBlanc makes the following suggestions:
What kind of spiritual help are they asking for? What does God say about
providing that kind of help to people? How is that help to be obtained in the way
that Scripture describes it? Does or does not that practice stand in the way of or
contradict what Scripture has to say about it? Is it an Old Testament example of
people seeking help from some practice which has been fulfilled in Christ? Can it
be transformed into something symbolic? Or is it a practice such as witchcraft or
augury that both the Old and New Testament Scriptures clearly forbid?345
One concern mentioned by eight participants is the inappropriate use of Hebrew
symbols within Native American communities. Since the discovery of Indigenous people
in North America, the Church in Europe postulated that these native tribes were the ten
lost tribes of Israel. 346 Some native leaders like Lynda Prince and 120 Drums of Thunder
have resurrected the idea that the Indigenous people of North America are the ten lost
tribes of Israel and have promoted the practice of incorporating Hebrew symbols and
rituals in a new form of native Christian worship. Gabe Medicine Eagle from the Rosebud
Sioux Reservation in South Dakota said:
There are those who are participating in Jewish ritualistic dances because they
think if they worship this way, they will get closer to Jesus. I've been to a Linda
Prince and 120 Drum Pow Wow. There are 120 drums that are divided up into four
sections arranged in a circle. Each section has a particular design on their drums.
There is a mother drum in the middle. From the top it looks like a medicine wheel.
345 Terry LeBlanc
346

Michael H. Crawford, The Origins ofNative Americans: Evidence from Anthropological Genetics, (New
York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 1998),2.
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If they came to the Rosebud reservation, the Lakota would recognize that
symbolism. You might call it Christian, but it would not change the meaning that
traditional natives attach to that symbol. It would not work on this reservation. 347
Instead of affirming the unique aspects of specific tribal cultures, this movement is
sending a mixed message about what it means to be a native follower of Jesus Christ. Ray
Levesque wrote:
Hebraic Christianity in native ministry is a problem for me. It is saying, not only is
your native culture incomplete, but you have to believe this kind of Christianity
which is also so incomplete that it needs Judaism. It is basically a version of folk
Christianity with a Jewish overlay.348
These participants believe that God did not intend for these Hebrew symbols to be
imposed upon other ethnic groups, especially North American Indians. Since the 1960's
native people in North America have been trying to rediscover their cultural history and
religions. 349 The consensus opinion among these eight participants is that this Hebraic
movement is causing more confusion among native people who are searching for their true
identity.
They all agree that native symbols and rituals must be evaluated in the light of the
form and function of distinct cultural environments. They would caution against an
uncritical approach to utilizing native symbols and ceremonies outside of the clear
guidelines described in Scripture.
Twenty-four of the research participants believe the stories ofthe Old Testament
patriarchs and the development of the Hebraic religious system are pathways that can be

347
348
349

Gabe Medicine Eagle

Ray Levesque

Bruce G. Triggerand and Wilcomb E. Washburn: The Cambridge History of the Native Peoples of the
Americas: Vol. 2 North America. (New York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 401 .
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used to point native people to Jesus Christ. Tom Claus commented on the value of
studying the Old Testament patriarchs and the Hebraic religious system, "The Old
Testament really relates to our Indian people. As I read the Old Testament, I see the feasts
and celebrations. There are so many similarities in the Old Testament that relate to Indian
people. It really speaks to my heart.,,35o
Darlene Red Elk Myer made the following cultural comparison between the
Hebrew people in the Old Testament and the Plains Indians of the 19th Century.351
Because native people look to the history of their ancestors for their identity, these
comparisons oftwo tribal people are important touchstones with Native Americans today.
The following is Darlene's comparison of the tribal people of the Old Testament and the
North American Plains tribes:

I

352

Hebrew People

I

I

Native People

I

Nomadic Wanders
Lived in tents that faced east
Tents were made out of animal skins
(Ex. 36:10)

Nomadic Wanders
Lived in tents that faced east
Tents were made out of animal skins

Encampments were arranged in order
of tribal leaders
(Numbers 33:54)

Encampments were arranged in order
of tribal chiefs

Tribal leaders were called Chief
(Deuteronomy 29:10)
Jesus = Chief Cornerstone
(Ephesians 2:20)
Jesus = Chief Shepherd
(1 Peter 5:4)

Tribal leaders were called Chief
Tribal Chiefs were also
spiritual leaders

U sed bows and arrows for hunting
(41xs in OT)

Used bows and arrows for hunting and
fishing

350 Tom
35 1

Claus
Darlene Red Elk Myer
352 Ibid.

134

1 Hebrew People

I

I

Native People

I

Fasted and Prayed for their people in
time of need

Fasted and Prayed for their people
(Crying for a Vision)

Ten Commandments
Rules for living

Ten Commandments
Same rules for living

Danced in times of celebration
(Ex. 15:20)

Danced in times of celebration

Earth is the Lords and all that is in it
(Psalm 24:1)

The Earth is sacred and all the creatures
in it.

Traced generational lineage
Matthew 1: 17

Traced generational lineage
Tribal ancestry very important

Generosity Valued
Luke 6:38

Generosity Valued
Traditional Give-Aways

Hebrew women trill

Native women trill

Hebrew women pray to the four
directions in the Kabbalah

Native people pray in the
four directions

Hebrew people were a minority in their
own country.
They suffered persecution and abuse at
the hands of the majority culture.

Native people are a minority
in their own country.
They suffer persecution and abuse at
the hands of the majority culture.

Because of the way Christianity was introduced to North American Indians, many
believe it is the "White Man's Religion." Pastor Myer believes that the similarities
between many native tribes and the Hebrew people may be the bridge needed to reintroduce native people to the Bible and ultimat~ly to Jesus of Nazareth.
Yahweh Forbade the Mixing of Two Religious Systems

In the Book of Leviticus, Yahweh set down strict rules on how to approach Him
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with acceptable religious practices. Yahweh also gave clear council on shunning the
religious practices of Israel's pagan neighbors.
On the plains of Moab by the Jordan across from Jericho the Lord said to Moses,
"Speak to the Israelites and say to them: When you cross the Jordan into Canaan,
drive out all the inhabitants of the land before you. Destroy all their carved images
and their cast idols, and demolish all their high places. ,,353
Six of the participants reference the following passages of Scripture to highlight
Yahweh's careful instruction to not mix the religion of the Hebrew people with the pagan
religions of the inhabitants of the land of Canaan. Yahweh clearly warned the Hebrew
people to not compromise their allegiance to the one true, living God. They were not
to create a blend of two different religious systems. Yahweh's instructions were to cleanse
the land of Canaan of all elements of pagan worship.354
Yahweh 's purpose was to create a nation of people who were set aside from all
other people so that they would be an exemplary witness to the one true, living God.
God reiterated this command to Moses in the Book of Deuteronomy:
This is what you are to do to them: Break down their altars, smash their sacred
stones, cut down their Asherah poles and bum their idols in the fire. For you are a
people holy to the Lord your God. The Lord your God has chosen you out of all
the peoples on the face of the earth to be his people, his treasured possession. 355
Numbers 33 :50-52
"Break down their altars, smash their sacred stones and cut down their Asherah poles. Do not worship
any other god, for the Lord, whose name is Jealous, is a jealous God. Be careful not to make a treaty
with those who live in the land; for when they prostitute themselves to their gods and sacrifice to them,
they will invite you and you will eat their sacrifices." Exodus 34:13-15
"Destroy completely all the places on the high mountains and on the hills and under every spreading tree
where the nations you are dispossessing worship their gods. Break down their altars, smash their sacred
stones and burn their Asherah poles in the fire; cut down the idols of their gods and wipe out their names
from those places. You must not worship the Lord your God in their way." Deuteronomy 12:2-4
" .. . be careful not to be ensnared by inquiring about their gods, saying, "How do these nations serve their
gods? We will do the same." You must not worship the Lord your God in their way, because in
worshiping their gods, they do all kinds of detestable things the Lord hates. They even burn their sons
and daughters in the fire as sacrifices to their gods. " Deuteronomy 12:30-32
355 Deuteronomy 7:5-6
353

354
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We know that the Israelites did not obey Yahweh completely and failed to cleanse
the land of pagan worship of Asherah, Molech, and Baal. The Hebrew people intermarried
with the Canaanites and it wasn't long before they had incorporated elements of pagan
worship into their families and communities. We discover that this kind of compromise
caused Yahweh ' s anger to bum against those who were mixing the two religious systems
together. 356
The Israelites succumbed to compromised religious practices throughout their
history in the land of Canaan. During the era of the divided kingdom, we discover that
Judah had incorporated the religious practices of their pagan neighbors 357 into their
worship of Yahweh. The lure of false religious practices continued to ensnare the Hebrew
people and instigate the anger of Yahweh against those who tried to combine two religious
systems in their worship of the one true, living God. John Maracle said, "The biggest thing
that happened to the Israelites in the Old Testament was that they kept going away from
God' s Word and kept falling into the culture of the other peoples around them. That
brought trouble to them in their religion, life, and nation.,,358 Because the Hebrew people

356 "While Israel was staying in Shittim, the men began to indulge in sexual immorality with Moabite
women, who invited them to the sacrifices to their gods. The people ate and bowed down before these
gods. So Israel joined in worshiping the Baal ofPeor. And the Lord's anger burned against them. The
Lord said to Moses, 'Take all the leaders of these people, kill them and expose them in broad daylight
befo re the Lord, so that the Lord's fierce anger may turn away from Israel. ' So Moses said to Israel's
judges, ' Each of you must put to death those of your men who have joined in worshiping the Baal of
Peor.'" Deuteronomy 5:5-6
357 "Judah did evil in the eyes of the Lord. By the sins they committed they stirred up his jealous anger more
than their fathers had done. They also set up for themselves high places, sacred stones and Asherah poles
on every high hill and under every spreading tree. There were even male shrine prostitutes in the land;
the people engaged in all the detestable practices of the nations the Lord had driven out before the
Israelites. "
358 John Maracle
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failed to cleanse the promise land of pagan worship to other deities, they were continually
enticed by the heathen practices of their neighbors.
Yahweh continuously called prophets to summon the people of Israel to repent of
their dualistic religious practices. The prophets pleaded with the political and religious
leaders to return to the sanctioned sacred practices handed down to them by Moses. 359
Yahweh, in his great mercy, made a way for the people to turn from their sinful ways and
be restored back into a right relationship with their God.
Craig Smith related the story of how King Josiah, during the eighteenth year of his
rule over Judah, ordered the repair of the temple in Jerusalem. In the course of those
renovations, the high priest Hilkiah discovered the Book of the Law. After hearing the
Book of the Law read, King Josiah tore his robes in despair and said, "Great is the Lord's
anger that burns against us because our fathers have not obeyed the words of this book;
they have not acted in accordance with all this is written there concerning US.,,360 King
Josiah then inquired of the prophetess Huldah on how to rectify Judah's disobedience.
Huldah, speaking for Yahweh declared:
I am going to bring disaster to this place and its people according to everything
written in the book the king of Judah has read. Because they have forsaken me and
burned incense to other gods and provoked me to anger by all the idols their hands
have made, my anger will burn against this place and will not be quenched. 361
King Josiah called all the prophets, priests and elders of Judah and Jerusalem to the
temple. After reading the covenant from the Book of the Law, Josiah commanded them to

"This is what the Sovereign Lord says: When any Israelite sets up idols in his heart and puts a wicked
stumbling block before his face and then goes to a prophet, I the Lord will answer him myself in keeping
with his great idolatry. I will do this to recapture the hearts of the people ofIsrael, who have all deserted
me for their idols.' 'Therefore say to the house of Israel; this is what the Sovereign Lord says: Repent!
Tum from your idols and renounce all your detestable practices!'" Ezekiel 14:4-6
.
360 2 Kings 22:13
361 2 Kings 22 : 16, 17
359
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go throughout the entire land and tear down all the altars made to other gods, to burn the
Ashtoreth poles, and smash all their sacred stones. They went to all the high places, into
villages and homes destroying everything connected to pagan worship.362 Once the entire
land was cleansed of idols dedicated to foreign gods and all articles of worship connected
to that system of false worship, King Josiah ordered that the Passover be celebrated in
Jerusalem and called the people to a sacred assembly where they rededicated their lives
and land to Yahweh. Craig Smith wrote:
When Josiah restored true worship in the temple, he took the Asherah poles and
articles of worship outside of the temple and destroyed them. Once they took those
Asherah poles out and destroyed them they did not then come back and say let's
make some new, neutral Asherah poles which we can redeem and use for the
worship Yahweh. The point was to destroy and distance these things from the
people of Israel. 363
About fifty years later, as Yahweh is about to bring destruction down on Judah and
take its people into Babylonian captivity, the prophet Ezekiel is given a vision from the
Lord. Ezekiel wrote:
The Spirit lifted me up between earth and heaven and in visions of God he took me
to Jerusalem, to the entrance to the north gate of the inner court, where the idol that
provokes to jealousy stood ... then he said to me, "Son of man, look toward the
north." So I looked, and in the entrance north of the gate of the altar I saw this idol
of jealousy. And he said to me, "Son of man, do you see what they are doing--the
utterly detestable things the house of Israel is doing here, things that will drive me
far from my sanctuary? But you will see things that are even more detestable."
Then he brought me to the entrance to the court. I looked, and I saw a hole in the
wall. He said to me, "Son of man, now dig into the wall." So I dug into the wall
and saw a doorway there. And he said to me, "Go in and see the wicked and
detestable things they are doing here." So I went in and looked, and I saw
portrayed all over the walls all kinds of crawling things and detestable animals and
all the idols of the house ofIsrael. In front ofthem stood seventy elders of the
house of Israel, and Jaazaniah son of Shaphan was standing among them. Each had
a censer in his hand, and a fragrant cloud of incense was rising. He said to me,
"Son of man, have you seen what the elders of the house of Israel are doing in the
darkness, each at the shrine of his own idol? ... He said to me, "Have you seen this,
362
363

2 Kings 23
Craig Smith
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son of man? Is it a trivial matter for the house of Judah to do the detestable things
they are doing here? Must they also fill the land with violence and continually
provoke me to anger? Look at them putting the branch to their nose! Therefore I
will deal with them in anger; I will not look on them with gity or spare them.
Although they shout in my ears, I will not listen to them. 3 4
Craig Smith commented:
These were the animals that were dedicated over to the spirit worship of the
nations. They brought those things into the Temple of Yahweh. They had
decorated the temple with the images of animals that were sacred to the heathen
nations. His temple had been compromised. God did not allow that in His
temple. 365
Five of the respondents agree with Craig Smith in his analysis of King Josiah and
the prophet Ezekiel's vision of the compromised worship of Yahweh in the Jerusalem
temple. They all concur that the kings and priests of Israel had a long history of
compromising the worship of Yahweh by incorporating sacred objects dedicated to other
gods into their religious life. This kind of compromise only brought the judgment and
wrath of God on His covenant people.
Seven of the respondents believe that you can not take religious objects or rituals
dedicated to "other" deities and assign them new meanings and incorporate them into the
worship of Jesus. Any attempt to borrow sacred objects used in traditional Indian religion
only brings confusion to practioners of Indian religion and new converts to Christianity.
Gabe Medicine Eagle addresses this issue:
All the Sioux people know what the medicine wheel means in our native religion.
They know what the four colors and directions mean. If I was to have a medicine
wheel on my Bible, those Sioux people know what that medicine wheel means.
You cannot change the meaning of that medicine wheel in their lives. Just because
I became a Christian, does not change the meaning of that symbol to those who are
practicing native religion. Even though the Old and New Testament give mention
to the four directions and colors, it would not make any difference to our Sioux

364

365

Ezekiel 8:1-18
Craig Smith
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people because within this particular culture it carries a different meaning than
what the Bible says about those symbols. 366
Jerry McClure, tribal chief of the Piqua Shawnee, had a different definition of
using the four directions and colors in a native art form. He said:
A lot of the Choctaw ways are similar to the ways of the Hebrew people in the Old
Testament. Many of my relatives would wear something when they prayed that
belonged in their family, passed down by a grandparent or great-grandparent. They
would pray wearing these objects, always praying in the four directions. I made a
dream catcher using the red, white, black and yellow. I brought this to a prayer
circle was asked what it represented. I explained the meaning of the four
directions. I asked how many colors of races do we have? They answered four. I
told them that my grandfather preached that there are four colors of races and to
accept everyone, not by their color, but by their heart. So I used the four colors in
my dream catcher to show that we accept everyone. 367
Gabe Medicine Eagle lives among the Lakota in South Dakota and has grown up
among traditional native people on a reservation. The Lakota attach a different meaning to
the four directions and colors than the Piqua Shawnee. A Lakota medicine wheel is a
sacred object used in Indian religion. For the Piqua Shawnee, who live in the south central
United States, the four directions and colors represent a secular reality concerning race
relations. It is important when working cross-culturally between tribes, to determine the
meaning attached to cultural objects. They can be sacred or secular. The form and function
will likely differ between tribes and those who are attempting to contextualize native
symbols and rituals must be sensitive to their cultural context.
Some who are attempting to contextualize native Christian worship have been
taking sacred objects like the pipe and trying to give it a new meaning. Gabe Medicine
Eagle spoke to this concern:

366

367

Gabe Medicine Eagle
Interview with Chief Jerry McClure
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You can not take a pipe ceremony and do it unto Jesus. Why would you do that
unto Jesus? The Lakota people believe that the White Buffalo Calf woman brought
the pipe to the Lakota people and said here "this is your savior." It would be like
taking the Golden Calf and using it to worship Jesus. You can not take these
religious objects and assign new meanings to them. You have to look at it within
its cultural context. 368
Another native sacred object being incorporated into native Christian worship is
the drum. Jerry Yellowhawk spoke about the significance of the drum to native people,
"The drum is the heartbeat of mother earth. We walk on Mother Earth - we can feel the
heartbeat and it gives us balance in our lives. When we hear the beat of the drum it sounds
like a beating heart and it makes us feel closer to that nourishes our lives.,,369 Native
drumming is to the cadence of a human heart beat. Whether native or non-native, the
sound of a beating drum helps the hearer connect to the human experience of life.
However, there is strong resistance to the incorporation of native drums into Christian
worship. Craig Smith wrote:
Within many native cultures, the drum is a sacred object. If the Biblical pattern is
destroy and distance themselves from sacred objects of other religions, is there an
allowance to take a sacred instrument, remake it and dedicate it to a different
deity? The Christian & Missionary Alliance came to the conclusion it was to avoid
that because the sacred objects are such an abomination in the eyes of God,
especially if it is tied to native religion. It could become a stumbling block for a
new believer, creating confusion between religious traditions. If that drum is
fashioned and made in appearance as a sacred object, they need to be careful. If
there is a way to make a drum that is distinctively different from the traditional
sacred drum, then it has to set itself apart as not having any kind of tie to old
animism. 37o
These respondents believe that only those who are raised within a particular tribal
culture have the wisdom to discern the meaning and function of sacred objects used in
native religion. John Maracle wrote:

Gabe Medicine Eagle
Jerry Yellowhawk
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The drum has different meanings for different tribal groups. You can not take
something from one tribal group into a different one and expect it to have the
same meaning. In one of my churches, someone brought in a pow wow drum.
I didn't say anything, but my deacons said they couldn't use that in the church
because it was used to drum up the spirits. So in that group it had a particular use
and meaning. I knew what it meant, but in that situation, I let the tribal
Christians determine what they were going to do. 371
Jerry Yellowhawk would concur with John Maracle's approach in allowing tribal
Christians to decide what to allow in their worship services, he said:
It is clear that native drums have different meanings within various tribal groups.
There are drums used in Pow Wows. They are used to sing their songs. There are
drums used in sacred rituals where spirits are invited into those ceremonies. There
are flutes that are used at Pow Wows and flutes that are dedicated to a particular
spirit. Not all native drumming or music is related to social events or is it always
connected to conjuring up spirits. We have to fmd out what it means to those who
are drumming or playing the flute. 372

In one tribe the drum may be used to summon spirits, in another it is used in social
gatherings like Pow Wow competitions, in another it is just a musical instrument used to
worship Jesus. People need to be careful to not assign a meaning to a native drum based
on assumptions and misunderstanding. Adrian Jacobs warns natives and Christians alike:
Just because it sounds different like the cadence of an Iroquois drum doesn't mean
that it is inherently pagan. There are different expressions of worship, not based on
the form, but the message and spirit in which it is given. We need to look at the
heart of the person who is singing and drumming - is their spirit right with God. 373
Natives who are raised on reservations where Indian religion is practiced
understand the nature of those religious systems. Tom Claus, founder of CHIEF Ministries
speaks to this issue:
The bottom line of Indian religion is the spirit world. Everything has a spirit.
Our Indian people believe that every tree has a spirit, every bird has a spirit, the
bear, the eagle has a spirit, even stones have spirits. Everything you look at in
nature has a spirit. So they believe that the way to the Great Spirit is to reach him
John Maracle
372 Jerry Yellowhawk
373 Adrian Jacobs
371
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through the spirit world of all these things. The reason they use tobacco, sage,
cedar, sweet grass, smoke the pipe is an attempt to make their way through nature
to reach the Great Spirit, who they believe is God. These parts of Indian culture are
part of this deceitfulness of Satan. Take a Yamaha drum in a white church, some of
these native Christians say they can take ceremonial drums and use them in the
church. That there is no difference, a drum is a drum. The difference is that you
never see a white man kneeling down and praying to a Yamaha drum. But you will
see an Indian go to the drum and worship that drum. He goes to the drum for
healing, gives it a name and asks for a blessing from that drum. There is a big
difference. You can not take an instrument that has been used by Satan in
deceiving our Indian people and assign it new meaning and say that it is just a
cultural object. It is a part of the sinful part of our Indian culture because it has to
do with false religions. When native people who practiced Indian religion become
Christians, they don't follow after those things any more. 374
Pastor Darrel Gartner, who was raised among traditional Lakota people on the
Cheyenne River Reservation in South Dakota wrote:
You can not serve two masters. The Bible tells us that we can't serve God and
mammon at the same time. You must choose one or the other. In this case, as a
Lakota man, I have chosen not to continue in Indian religion. Most of the time
natives delve in black magic like in a Yuw~i ceremony, where they conjure up
spirits and sometimes they are evil spirits. 3 5
Many traditional natives who practice Indian religion believe that inanimate
objects have spiritual powers tied to that specific item. A spirit can inhabit a rock or
simply rest on top of the rock. Craig Smith explains this concept of spiritual power:
As we pray and ask God's blessing upon our food we are literally asking for a
blessing of God. A blessing of God is a curse to Satan; it goes against the Satanic
and demonic. In a similar way among animistic people, when they pray in the
spirit realm to whatever gods they worship, they are invoking the power of that
spirit to be upon that object and to bless it. A blessing from Satan is a cursed thing.
There is a spiritual power attached to it. So the power that is attached to that
inanimate thing, is not a living thing, it is a cursed thing. In the spiritual, demonic
world, if you set a pound of raw hamburger out on a hot day, the flies are going to
be drawn to it. And so, when we have sacred objects that are dedicated to Satan, it
is going to draw demonic forces to it. There are a lot of homes on our reservations
that are filled with supernatural visitations all the time; it is because of spiritual
activity and because of inanimate objects that have been dedicated over to the
374
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spirit world. If we bring a piece of wood, a carving, pottery that has been prayed
over and dedicated to Satan or demonic spirits, you cannot simply pray over that
object and expect the spirits to relinquish it, you have to literally destroy that
object. Moses instructed the Hebrew people to smash the sacred objects of the
heathen religious places. He said not to bring those things into our homes, lest we
· l·k·
1 e It. 376
b ecome a curse d thmg
Craig Smith cites a passage of Scripture from Deuteronomy to support the concept
of inanimate objects having spiritual power tied to them. In the King James version it
says:
The graven images of their gods shall ye bum with fire; thou shalt not desire the
silver or gold that is on them; not take it unto thee, lest thou be snared therein; for
it is an abomination to the Lord thy God. Neither shalt thou bring an abomination
into thine house, lest thou be a cursed thing like it: but thou shalt utterly detest it,
and thou shalt utterly adhor it; for it is a cursed thing.377
None of these six respondents believe that an inanimate object can be possessed by
an evil spirit. Rather, they contend that any object dedicated to an "unholy spirit" can
become a cursed thing. Being in possession of a cursed object can attract demonic spirits
which can then wreck havoc in someone's life and home.
Alvin Deer addressed the issue of animism in native cultures. The fear of animism
has caused many outside of tribal cultures to be suspicious of native rituals fearing they
are based on an animistic worldview. Alvin made the following observation:
In our American society, Saturday morning is the most animistic day of the week.
Cartoons and commercials have talking trees, cars, rocks - all selling products.
We Americans are very animistic as a culture. Animism was originally a botanist
term used to describe how a plant has a life cycle. Many tribal cultures see the
spiritual power of life in the created order. When European missionaries saw that
tribal cultures honored parts of the creation, they called us animistic. Now they
assume that every ceremony we do is animism. That is religious racism. It is too
easy to dismiss all Native Americans as animistic. 378
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Fifteen of the research participants would agree with Alvin Deer and encourage
those who work with Native Americans to not make assumptions or jump to conclusions
concerning a native individual's worldview in regards to animism.
There are native people who do worship spirits of birds and animals. However,
there are native persons who see the power of the Creator in the created order. Even the
apostle Paul affIrmed that creation is held together by the spiritual power of its Creator,
who is Jesus Christ. 379 Some native worldviews see the created order as infused with the
spiritual power of the Creator. They believe that living creatures have souls. This often
comes into conflict with some western Christian theological worldviews that say living
creatures have no soul, only human beings have living souls. This has created a
misperception among Western Christians who believe that native people worship living
creatures. 380 Randy Woodley comments:
What I think some people may be calling animism is simply the recognition that
animals, plants, birds, etc. have a soul or spirit. If that is the case, I would agree
that this is true, all living things have spirit. The Creator made all these things,
therefore his "DNA" is in them and we along with all things, are connected and
related to each other. This viewpoint is opposed to a Western worldview which
would say that everything but people is void of spirit. 381
Lakota minister, Darlene Red Elk Myers said:
We've got New Age people coming to this reservation [Rosebud Sioux
Reservation in South Dakota] seeking to learn about Lakota spirituality. They
think the Lakota worship the sun, moon and animals. We've never worshipped the
creation. We have great respect for creation and try to live in balance within
. but we d0 not worsh'lp those th'mgs. 382
creatIOn,

"He [Jesus] is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn over all creation. For by him all things were
created: things in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or powers or rulers or
authorities; all things were created by him and for him. He is before all things, and in him all things hold
together." Colossians 1:15-17
380 Charles Black
38 1 Randy Woodley
382 DarIene Red Elk Myers
379
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Ninety miles west of the Rosebud Reservation is the community of Pine Ridge.
Leon Matthew, an Oglala pastor in that community said, "The Lakota people worship
Mother Earth, the spirit of the drum, spirits in sweat lodges and many spirits in the Yuwipi
ceremonies. ,,383 One Lakota pastor raised on the Rosebud Reservation differs [concerning
animism in traditional Lakota religion] from another Lakota pastor on the Pine Ridge
Reservation and they are only ninety miles apart. This illustrates the need to listen
carefully to what someone is saying and be bold enough to respectfully ask individuals to
describe the terminology and semantics behind the vocabulary being used in a
conversation concerning spiritual issues.
The Jerusalem Council
Just as Moses and the Old Testament prophets had to deal with the issue of pagan
sacred obj ects in the land of Canaan, the apostle Paul had to address the problem of idol
worship in Greek and Roman culture. 384 Paul, agreeing with the prophets Isaiah and
Habakkuk,385 explained that idols have no intrinsic power. 386 Throughout his missionary
journeys, Paul had to deal with the issue of Greek and Roman deities and idol worship. In
the Corinthian church Paul had to address the issue of eating meat offered to idols. Paul
argues that an idol is nothing, yet eating meat offered to idol may cause a new believer to

Leon Matthews
Exodus 20:3-5
385 Isaiah 44:9-10; Habakkuk 2:18-20
386 "So then, about eating food sacrificed to idols: We know that an idol is nothing at all in the world and
that there is no God but one. For even ifthere are so-called gods, whether in heaven or on earth (as
indeed there are many 'gods' and many 'lords'), yet for us there is but one God, the Father, from whom
all things came and for whom we live; and there is but one Lord, Jesus Christ, through whom all things
came and through whom we live." 1 Corinthians 8:4-6
383
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stumble in their faith. 387 The issue was not the physical object, but the meaning assigned
to that object by those exiting pagan religious practices. Paul was warning more mature
Gentile Christians that participating in dualistic religious systems, could cause an
immature to lose their faith in Jesus Christ.
Paul encouraged the first century church to " ... flee from idolatry.,,388 Although
an idol has no intrinsic spiritual value, the meaning attached to the idol will cause
confusion to new converts to Christianity. Because of the meaning attached to a sacred
pagan object [idol], that object may have to be abandoned for the sake of a new follower
of Christ. Terry LeBlanc comments:
The apostle Paul tells us that an idol has no real power. Therefore, any material
object, if it is simply regarded as a material thing, is able to be used by God. This
is a view of the sacred that fits well within an aboriginal world view. I am not
saying that a material object used in a very sinful way does not hold residual
emotive power - the power to evoke strong feelings and spiritual evil may reside
with an object because of the way it was used. There may be a kind of spiritual
power as well, but I do not perceive it as being "attached" as if a spirit had
possessed it - though that may also be possible in some situations. Some people
have used objects in similar ways perhaps - opposed to the gospel where the
"spiritual" emotive connections are unable to be broken. And yet, clearly, in other
instances the spiritual and emotive power of an object has been able to be removed
or set aside so that it is not problematic as in the case of many religious practices
of the church which originate in pagan cultural uses. So it would seem that at least
some objects can be used in the worship of Christ, but it would deRend upon the
person, the previous use of the object and the situation of its use. 3 9

The first century church convened together in Jerusalem to settle this very issue

"For ifanyone with a weak conscience sees you who have this knowledge eating in an idol's temple,
won't he be emboldened to eat what has been sacrificed to idols? So this weak brother, for whom Christ
died, is destroyed by your knowledge. When you sin against your brothers in this way and wound their
weak conscience, you sin against Christ. Therefore, if what I eat causes my brother to fall into sin, I will
never eat meat again, so that I will not cause him to fall." 1 Corinthians 8:9-13
388 I Corinthians 10: 14
389 Terry LeBlanc (e-mail communication on October 7, 2010).
387
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concerning converts out of pagan religions and how they were to practice their faith in
Jesus Christ.
Five of the respondents referenced how the Jerusalem Council settled a dispute
concerning regulations for Jewish and Gentle religious practices. As the apostle Paul
traveled throughout Macedonia and Asia Minor, a group of Jewish Christians [Judaizers]
who believed that new Gentile converts to Christianity had to embrace and follow the
Laws of Moses, relentlessly followed Paul from town to town creating conflict over what
Jewish cultural and religious practices new Christians had to obey. In 70 AD the conflict
became so intense that the Paul brought the issue to the leaders in Jerusalem. 39o
There was a debate among the leaders in Jerusalem as to how Gentile Christians
[exiting pagan religions] should follow Jesus. Did they have to abide by Jewish dietary
laws, social rules, the political and religious structures of Judaism? The apostle Peter
[mally came up with an answer:
Brothers, you know that some time ago God made a choice among you that the
Gentiles might hear from my lips the message of the gospel and believe. God, who
knows the heart, showed that he accepted them by giving the Holy Spirit to them,
just as he did to us. He made no distinction between us and them, for he purified
their hearts by faith. Now then, why do you try to test God by putting on the necks
of the disciples a yoke that neither we nor our fathers have been able to bear? No!
We believe it is through the grace of our Lord Jesus that we are saved, just as they
are. 391
After further discussion, James the leader of the Jerusalem church announced their
final judgment on the issues of cultural and religious regulations that Gentile believers had
to adhere to. The apostle James said:

390 " • •• as

they traveled through Phoenicia and Samaria, they told how the Gentiles had been converted. This
news made all the brothers very glad. When they came to Jerusalem, they were welcomed by the church
and the apostles and elders, to whom they reported everything God had done through them. Then some
of the believers who belonged to the party of the Pharisees stood up and said, 'The Gentiles must be
circumcised and required to obey the law of Moses.'" Acts 15:3-5
39 1 Acts 15:7-11
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It is my judgment, therefore, that we should not make it difficult for the Gentiles

who are turning to God. Instead we should write to them, telling them to abstain
from food polluted by idols, from sexual immorality, from the meat of strangled
392
animals and from blood.
These three prohibitions were connected to idol worship and pagan temple rituals.
Therefore, the Jerusalem Council was saying there were only a three aspects of pagan
worship that Gentile Christians needed to distance themselves from. These five
participants point out that Gentile believers were not asked to reject everything from their
cultural practice of faith and required to adopt the Jewish practice of faith. The first
century apostles allowed the Gentile Christians to develop their faith within their own
cultural contexts.
Ray Levesque said that the Council at Jerusalem has influenced how he
approaches issues concerning contextualization of worship. The early Church decided:
That you didn't have to have the Jewish stuff in order to follow Jesus. They
completely left open the possibility that other cultural stuff was alright if you
didn't break those four rules. A lot of people in evangelical circles will not admit
that, because then there would be no need for their brand of Christian practice.
They feel they have to protect the Gospel instead of going back to Acts 15 and
saying "look right here, you don't have to be Jewish, you don't have to do this
other stuff in order to follow Jesus. But if you want to, then you can. So being a
Jew and following Christ was not prohibitive. Neither was not doing it prohibitive.
That is the foundation I use on being able to reach out to other cultures and how
we would interact with them. 393
Adrian Jacobs referencing the Jerusalem Council suggested, "Instead of 'meat
offered to idols ' or 'holy days' or 'Sabbath' I would suggest they substitute 'singing with
drums' or 'dancing to drums' and discuss the implications of the Scriptures if these terms

392 Acts 15:20
393
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were used. ,,394 The apostle James did not want to make it difficult for the Gentiles to come
to God. Adrian proposes that the controversy surrounding the issue of using native
traditional symbols and rituals in Christian worship may be making it difficult for native
people to come to salvation through Jesus Christ. Like the Church elders in Jerusalem, is
there a simple solution to this issue that does not require numerous rules and regulations
imposed on native believers in their practice of their faith in Christ?
Alvin Deer laments the fact that European missionaries did not fully grasp the
difference between their culture and their faith. He wrote:
The Jerusalem Council settled the issue of whether a "believer" in Jesus had to
adopt the cultural practices of the people who brought the gospel to another
culture. The Judaizers confused their cultural practices with matters of faith.
Messianic Jews believed that Gentile Christians must be circumcised in order to
follow Jesus. Their focus was on an external religious ritual. They made an
assumption that only Jewish religious practices were good and Greek cultural
practices were bad. The elders in Jerusalem settled that problem for people of all
cultures. Unfortunately European missionaries who encountered traditional native
religions did not understand the rules set down at the Jerusalem Council. Like the
Judaizers, they confused their culture with Christianity. Today Native Americans
are the only ~eople in the world who have had to deny who they are in order to be
a Christian. 3 5
Dakota elder Tom Ross would like Christians in the Church to take a step back and
examine the methods of evangelism they have used in the past. Tom said:
Why can't the Church today follow the lead of the early Church in Jerusalem? It
was different than what it has become today. They told non-Jewish believers to not
do four things. I can agree on those. Today the Church is completely different than
what it was then. Today it is all about politics and controlling people's behavior.
That is what I see in the Church and native people don't have a lot oftime for that
kind of Christianity.396
These five respondents would like native Christian leaders and missiologists to
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re-examine the issue concerning traditional native religion and Christian practices in the
light of the edict set down for the early church. They believe that the issues surrounding
contextualization of native symbols and rituals is centered on church politics and control.
The Jerusalem Council trusted the Gentile believers to adopt and practice Christianity
within the context of their own cultures. These five leaders want to know why Christians
in America won't trust native people to apply the gospel of Jesus within their own cultural
context.
Worldview and Redemption
One facet of this discussion, that is creeping into conversations with some of the
research participants, is the theoretical concept of "redeeming" portions of fallen human
cultures and restoring them to their original condition for use in God's kingdom on earth.
The concept of redemption in Western Christianity and traditional native
world views has contributed to a misunderstanding between Western missionaries and
tribal people in North America. Redemption, within orthodox Western theology, embraces
a worldview that believes God created everything in an eternal state of perfection; his
enemy Satan stole God's prized possession [planet earth and everything in it]; through the
blood of the Lamb of God [Jesus of Nazareth] , God will one day restore humanity and the
created order back to it's original state of eternal perfection. This is a linear view oftirne,

human history, and future events.
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Charles Black explains the worldview of a traditional Native American:
A native worldview sees the earth and created order (humanity, living and physical
creation) as normally being in a state of balance. Creation itself remains in balance,
but human beings, having been given the capacity for reason and choice,
invariably choose paths which put them out of balance with creation and Creator's
original instructions. Human beings have created an imbalance between
themselves, creation and Creator. "Redemption" as such is therefore a matter of
remembering who Creator intends us to be, and how to act, and returning to that
place of balance. Western Christians have a very anthrocentric view of Creation.
Creation is somehow "broken" because of man's sin. Natives don't see it that way.
Mankind is the one out of balance mainly by forgetting we are an integral part of
creation, but not superior to it. We do not hold "dominion over the earth" with the
implication of ownership that Western Christians presume. The dominion man has
is a gift, placing us not at the center of the circle, but at a pivotal point along the
rim where we can throw the whole thing off center if we are off center ourselves.
We are the only creatures who can consciously choose to be off balance. That is
what natives consider "having dominion" 397
Randy Woodley gives us an example of this type of worldview. He writes:
Can a rattle that is used to sing an eagle song to the eagle, (this is not the same as
worshipping the eagle - I have never heard of such a thing as that), be used in
Christian worship? The answer is of course. Why would singing to the eagle
"defile" the rattle? The eagle is a creature made by God. I am a creature made by
God. We sing to the eagle. The eagle may sing back. Maybe neither of us knows
what the other is saying but God knows. The rattle is just a gour"d grown from the
earth and a stick from a tree that comes from the earth. We are all connected by
virtue of being created by God on this earth. 398
In this type of worldview, the created order was created good. All life was created
good. Just because someone uses the creation in a bad way, does not make the created
object evil. Randy comments:
I think the apostle Paul, in affIrming Jesus' view that both Heaven and Earth are
sacred (i.e., Matt 5:33-37), and affirming the Creation story that everything made
is "really very good." Therefore, everything created is meant to be used in a good
way. When any object is used in an evil way- it does not need to be made good
again. The object simply needs to be used in a good way. A gun, for example, can
be used to kill a deer or to kill another human. One instance provides food for one's
family and the other violates God's commandment, "Thou shalt not kill." If a
397
398
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soldier uses a particular gun to kill others and then he wants to hunt with it in order
to provide meat for his family, perhaps he might go through a ceremony in order to
restore harmony. Yet, it is not the gun that needs the ceremony, it is the man. The
gun may symbolize evil to him, but it was the man who used it wrongly. It was not
the gun's fault but it was the man's fault. It is the person who needs to be restored
to harmony and not the object. If the person feels they need that particular object to
be part of that restoration ceremony - so be it. The point is for the person to be
healed, not the object. 399
The terminology of "redemption" is problematic for some native Christian leaders
when it comes to the discussion of "redeeming" sacred objects or ceremonies in Christian
worship. Charles Black writes:
The idea that certain traditional Native American spiritual practices need to be
"redeemed" is problematic for several reasons. The most obvious is that
differences in worldview and vocabulary call into question the meaning of
"redeemed", which in Christian circles implies an absence of Christ or the Holy
Spirit in the practice. When observing a practice externally, it's common to impose
one's own cultural understanding on that practice, making the mistake of assuming
that a difference in "vocabulary of expression/identification" is the same as
absence. This leads to an attempt to impose external constraints, which in fact runs
counter to the Biblical idea of redemption. What is really needed is for Christians
to step back and allow natives to recognize Christ in our practices and define that
recognition in a way that Christians can then understand within their own cultural
context. The core issue is not really the need for redemption of practice, but
finding a vocabulary which sufficiently expresses the fact that the Living Christ,
rather than a set of theological definitions, is at work within Native American
spirituality, and has been from the outset of our traditions. 4oo
Richard Twiss addressing the issue of using traditional native sacred objects and
ceremonies in Christian worship speaks to the concept of redemption:
I believe the redemptive work of Jesus is sufficient, in and of itself, to transform
and empower a person through the indwelling Holy Spirit to freely worship Jesus
Christ through the vehicle of their unique cultural expressions. Generally speaking
that means tribal peoples music, instruments, dances, ceremonial styles and forms,
art, symbols, language, proverbs, stories, etc., can be used when it does not
contradict the character of God. That being said, there will be instances where
specific and particular cultural expressions may need to be abandoned, modified or
re-configured in some way. I believe this is true for both world and folk religions,
whether it be Muslim, Hindu, folk animism, ancestor worship, primitive or
399
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sophisticated idolatry. Primitive idolatry entails performing ceremonies for
protection from river spirits. Sophisticated means engaging in practices to insure
success in the idolatry of the love of mammon or money. If monies gained in an
ungodly way can be used for Kingdom purposes, then so can a drum constructed to
worship a river spirit. To say primitive idolatry (or animism) is MORE idolatrous
than sophisticated idolatry (junk bonds) and therefore is forever unusable as
compared to the "sanctifiable accoutrements" of sophisticated idolatry is classic
Gnostic dualism (split-level Christianity). It is this dualism that allows for the
creation of artificial categories - "sacred objects" - which becomes the standard to
determine biblical authenticity or corruption. The redemption of Jesus is a
comprehensive holistic redemption that touches every sphere is human activity
making it possible for people to worship Jesus in the context of their unique
worldview, history and culture. 401
Charles Black wraps up this discussion on the concept of redemption from a native
perspective. He wrote:
Redemption for natives isn't so much rescuing someone from the death that results
from succumbing to the power of sin so much as restoring the person to a place of
responsibility. The first concept implies, at least to natives, that the person was a
victim of circumstance when he chose to sin. The second concept says that the
person always had a choice and chose wrongly.402
The one who helps restore balance to all of the created order is Jesus of Nazareth
and his work on the cross of Calvary. Charles comments:
Because Native American worldview is holistic, then the concept of redemption
must also be holistic in that rather than simply being a matter of personal
conviction and confession of Christ as Lord and Savior, redeeming a 'sinner'
among natives involves relatives, and perhaps the entire community, working
together to restore the person's life to balance. Regardless of the worldview of
redemption, Jesus of Nazareth is the source of redemption for humanity and
creation. It is Jesus who has the power to restore, heal, and bring everything back
into balance. 403
Instead of a linear worldview, many native cultures have a circular worldview
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where everything in the created order works in harmony and balance. A native Christian
worldview may look more like this diagram.

Thirteen of the research participants believe there are examples of this type of
redemptive process in the Old and New Testaments.
Adrian Jacobs pointed to Yahweh' s covenant ritual of circumcision with Abram as
an example of redeeming the use of a pagan ceremony in the Middle East. Adrian said:
Circumcision is not a uniquely Hebrew experience. It was practiced during the
time of Abram by idolaters and practioners of pagan worship. Yahweh took that
ritual and gave it new meaning in establishing a covenant with Abraham. Yahweh
took a pagan associated ceremony, used it and gave it new meaning. 404
Charles Kraft writes about this redemptive process in the Old Testament:
Places of worship and even rituals and transition rites such as circumcision and
baptism previously used for pagan purposes can, however, be captured,
disempowered, purified and used to honor the true God. This is what Israel did
with pagan worship rituals and ceremonies, the use of high places as places of
worship, even blood sacrifices. 405
Adrian illustrated another example of cross-cultural borrowing from pagan
religious systems in the Middle East. Adrian wrote:
Melchizedek, a Gentile, was called a priest of El Elyon. El Elyon was a Canaanite
word meaning God Most High. This is the first time in the book of Genesis that
this title is given to refer to the Creator God of the Hebrews. Abram accepts this
name and identifies it with YHWH, the special Hebrew name for the uncreated
Creator God. In the world of many gods and lords, Melchizedek's God is the
"Most High" God. 406

Adrian Jacobs
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406 Jacobs, Adrian. Pagan Prophets and Heathen Believers. (Copyright by Adrian Jacobs, 1999), 13.
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Abram said to Melchizedek in Genesis 14:19: "I have raised my hand to the Lord
[Yahweh], God Most High [El Elyon], Creator of heaven and earth." Yahweh allowed
Abram to use a pagan name for God and apply it in a new way to praise Yahweh. Adrian
writes:
This acceptance ofMelchizedek's name for the uncreated Creator God is
significant for mission among Aboriginal people. Missionaries and witnesses to
Aboriginal people need to be as discerning as Abram was. Abram recognized
evidence of his God's work in the Canaanite people and embraced the Canaanite
name for God. Abram received the blessing Melchizedek had to offer and gave a
tithe offering to the representative of his god among the Canaanite people -Missionaries and witnesses to Aboriginal culture need to discern the evidence of
their God (Father of the Lord Jesus Christ) among Aboriginal people and His name
in their language. Missionaries have been so diligent at rejecting the evil in other
cultures that they have overlooked the open doors of opportunity. 407
Adrian cited Don Richardson's explanation of how the Hebrew people borrowed
names from the pantheon of Canaanite names for gods. Richardson wrote in Eternity in
their Hearts:

Both EI and Elyon were Canaanite names for Yahweh Himself. EI occurs
frequently in ancient U garitic texts. This Canaanite name EI even worked its way
into the Hebrew language of Abram's descendants in such words as Bethel "house
of God," EI Shaddai "God Almighty," and Elohim - "God" (a pluralized form of
EI which nevertheless retains a mysteriously singular meaning).408
Leon Matthews discussed the same dynamic of language for Creator being
modified through time. Leon said he had discovered that kind of change in the sacred
names for the Creator within the Lakota language. In the early 1900's the Oglala [Lakota]
people in South Dakota used the term Wakantanka to refer to "sixteen different persons,
but each person is kan [spirit]. Therefore, they are all only the same as one.,,409 Sixty years
later, William K. Powers described the same sacred Lakota name for Creator:

Jacobs, 1999: 13
408 Don Richardson. Eternity in their Hearts, (Ventura, California: Regal Books, 1981) 8.
409 J.R. Walter, "Oglala Kinship Terms" American Anthropologist 16:96-109, 1914.
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The phenomena which are regarded as taku wakan may be temporarily or
permanently transformed. Those which are permanently transformed are regarded
collectively as Wakantanka, traditionally glossed as "Great Spirit" or "Great
Mystery" wakan sacred and tanka great. This term has become the conventional
gloss for 'God.'4Io
Within a sixty year span, the Oglala [Lakota] had reassigned a different meaning to
an ancient name for their deity. The name remained the same, the meaning behind the
term had changed. This is a similar dynamic to what happened between Melchizedek and
Abram.
Leon Matthew had an opportunity to speak personally with Dr. William Powers
about the semantics behind the name Wakantanka:
The Lakota word wama.khaskaIJ means "something sacred that moves." Dr. Powers
got his information from older Lakota people who were fluent in their language. In
my own understanding of the language "wama.khaskaIJ" is different than Wantanka
or Tunkasila which means "grandfather." Grandfather shows that there is more
distance between us as spiritual relatives. If God is our grandfather, that makes
Jesus our father. Jesus is not our father, he is our brother, King, and Lord. There is
a differentiation between God the Father, God the Son and God the Holy Spirit. 4I1
Leon pastors a native church in the community of Pine Ridge on the Pine Ridge
Reservation in South Dakota. This particular reservation has a lot of traditional people
who still speak the Lakota language. The language has changed over the past one hundred
years and new meanings are still being attached to ancient names. Some traditional Lakota
use the term Wakantanka to refer to a creative force of sixteen spirits. Many Lakota
Christians are using the term Wakantanka to refer to the Holy Spirit. Other Lakota
Christians, like Leon Matthews urge caution in this type of cross-cultural borrowing of a
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sacred name because the semantics behind the name are different for different people. 412
Leon would encourage those working among native people, who still retain their
language, to be careful in borrowing sacr~d names from that group and infusing it with
Christian meaning. This causes not only confusion for native practioners of traditional
religion, but new converts to Christianity.
Randy Woodley would refer Dustin to the following Old Testament scriptures
concerning the original condition of creation, "God sawall that he had made, and it was
very goOd.,,413 Randy would ask Dustin to consider the Creator's ownership of the earth
by referring to what the Psalmist wrote, "The earth is the Lord's, and everything in it, the
world, and all who live in it; for he founded it upon the seas and established it upon the
waters.,,414 Randy elaborated:
Everything is made from the earth; therefore everything on the earth is sacred.
So all of it can be holy and used for God. However, I don't believe in this whole
concept of being redeemed. I think that when you give something meaning, then it
has meaning for you. If it is being used in a good way, then it is good. I don't care
if it has been used for evil in the past or not; it is already good and someone has
corrupted it. It doesn't change the nature of the symbol just because someone used
it in a bad way. I don't want to say that symbols are neutral; I want to say that
symbols can be used for good or for evil. 415
Adrian Jacobs agrees with Randy Woodley about the neutrality of symbolic forms.
They can be used for good or evil purposes. Adrian said:
In regards to not being able to take cultural forms and dedicate them for Christian
worship. KISS uses a guitar to worship Satan; Christians use a guitar to worship

The English language has a multitude of examples of words that carry two or three meanings. Here are a
few examples: (1) The bandage was wound around the wound; (2) He could lead ifhe would get the lead
out; (3) Since there is no time like the present, he thought it was time to present the present; (4) A
seamstress and a sewer fell down into a sewer line and (5) Upon seeing the tear in the painting I shed a
tear. If the semantics behind English words can be confusing, how much more is borrowing the sacred
name of Creator God from a different language group and assigning it a new meaning.
413 Genesis 1:3 1
414 Psalm 24:1-2
415
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Jesus. It is the same exact guitar. Just because someone uses it for an evil purpose,
doesn't mean you can't take it and use it for a good purpose. 416
Randy and Adrian both believe that cultural forms are given meaning by those who
use them; the form is neither good nor evil- it is the meaning attached to that symbol that
gives it significance.
Jerry Yellowhawk referenced the Christian practice of dedicating musical
instruments for use in Christian churches. He said:

In the church you have pianos, organs, and guitars that are donated or purchased
from second-hand sources. If they were used for something other than Christian
worship, then whatever you are afraid of, may still be in there. When you bring
them into the church you have a dedication of that instrument - you consecrate it
for use in the church. You believe that regardless of its history, now that it has
been sanctified through that dedication service, you can now use it in Christian
worship. Why is it different for objects coming from native sources? If you bring
your regalia, drum, flute, yourself and dedicate it to the Lord, aren't you
consecrating everything to be used to worship Jesus?417
Dr. Yellowhawk brings up a good point - if you don't know the origin of an
instrument and how it was used prior to bringing it into a church building - how can you
dedicate it for use in Christian worship? If you don't know the source of a native symbol
or instrument, why can't it be consecrated in a worship service to praise Jesus?
Terry LeBlanc and Charles Black referenced two New Testament Scriptures that
tie the liberation of creation with the redemption ofhumanity.418 When God created the
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418 The creation waits in eager expectation for the sons of God to be revealed. For the creation was subjected
to frustration, not by its own choice, but by the will of the one who subjected it, in hope that the creation
itself will be liberated from its bondage to decay and brought into the glorious freedom of the children of
God." Romans 8:19-21
"He [Jesus] is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn over all creation. For by him all things were
created: things in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or powers or rulers or
authorities; all things were created by him and for him. He is before all things, and in him all things hold
together. And he is the head of the body, the church; he is the beginning and the firstborn from among
the dead, so that in everything he might have the supremacy. For God was pleased to have all his fullness
dwell in him, and through him to reconcile to himself all things, whether things on earth or things in
heaven, by making peace through his blood, shed on the cross." Colossians 1:15-20
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earth, the entire created order from vegetation to humanity was created in a state of
beautiful perfection. Through the disobedience of Adam, creation and humanity fell into a
state of imbalance. Charles Black comments:
Creator made everything beautiful. The devil came in and destroyed it. God wants
it back the way He created it - beautiful. He wants us back the way we were
supposed to be. God wants us to be redeemed from the works of the devil. From
the native perspective, salvation is more than just about mankind, it is about all of
creation. All of creation is suffering from the works of the devil. 41 9
Terry LeBlanc wrote:
If we, as part of God's creation, can be redeemed, having frequently given
ourselves over to the worship of demons willfully and willingly; cannot objects
used one way be made to be used another? In fact does this not regularly happen?
It would seem that it is done quite frequently in the Old Testament and throughout
the history of the church. 420
Twelve of the research participants would concur with Terry's assessment of the
redemption of creation and its ultimate restoration to it's original state of perfection and
ultimate use by the Creator.
Terry expands his line of reasoning by pointing to the prophet Isaiah' s account of a
carpenter and his utilization of a piece of wood.421 Terry wrote comments on the
woodcutters actions:

419 Charles Black
420 Adrian Jacobs
42 1 "The carpenter measures with a line and makes an outline with a marker; he roughs it out with chisels

and marks it with compasses. He shapes it in the form of man, of man in all his glory, that it may dwell
in a shrine. He cut down cedars, or perhaps took a cypress or oak. He let it grow among the trees of the
forest, or planted a pine, and the rain made it grow. It is man's fuel for burning; some of it he takes and
warms himself, he kindles a fire and bakes bread. But he also fashions a god and worships it; he makes
an idol and bows down to it. Half of the wood he bums in the fire ; over it he prepares his meal, he roasts
his meat and eats his fill. He also warms himself and says, "Ah! I am warm; I see the fire ." From the
rest he makes a god, his idol; he bows down to it and worships. He prays to it and says, '''Save me ; you
are my god." They know nothing, they understand nothing; their eyes are plastered over so they cannot
see, and their minds closed so they cannot understand. No one stops to think, no one has the knowledge
or understanding to say, ' Half of it I used for fuel ; I even baked bread over its coals, I roasted meat and I
ate. '" Isaiah 44: 13 -19
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The object or focus of one's action are as important as the actions themselves.
Isaiah makes clear that the woodcutter's action in cutting down the tree were not
bad. The woodcutters actions in cutting up some of the tree and making a fire to
eat his meal were not bad. The woodcutters actions in actually carving the wood
into a human form were not bad. However, the woodcutters action in treating that
object as if it were God is bad. The focus of one' s action and intent is at issue. 422
Terry and twelve other respondents would encourage a thorough investigation of
what a person is doing with a sacred object. What does that sacred object mean to that
individual? Why is that person using that particular symbol? Terry interprets this passage
of Scripture from Isaiah 44:13-19:
Isaiah the prophet is evaluating a circumstance where someone is using something
in a spiritual way and non spiritual way. In this case a chunk of wood is used in
two different ways. You can see and hear Isaiah's sarcasm as he says what kind of
nonsense is this; it is just a tree. It is humanity that gives things meaning. Meaning
is given to something by God for people which then they uphold as meaning. But
the operative of meaning is within groups of people who agree that something
carries this understanding or carries this meaning. 423
Terry and Adrian referenced the apostle Peter's struggle with Jewish cultural
taboos handed down from his ancestors. Peter followed the kosher laws within his culture
and was careful to not defile himself with "unclean" food or relationships with Gentiles.
Luke records this struggle in the Book of Acts.424 Adrian Jacobs referenced this event in
Peter's life as an example of how God prepares us for a cross-cultural experience with
people and circumstances we may consider unclean or unacceptable. Adrian wrote:
While in Joppa, Peter stayed with Simon, a Jew who handled dead animal products
(hides for tanning). This profession made a "good Jew" unclean and so Peter was
in a good place to contemplate further challenging of another fundamental
422 Terry
423 Ibid.
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"Peter went up on the roof to pray. He became hungry and wanted something to eat, and while the meal
was being prepared, he fell into a trance. He saw heaven opened and something like a large sheet being
let down to earth by its four comers. It contained all kinds offour-footed animals, as well as reptiles of
the earth and birds of the air. Then a voice told him, 'Get up, Peter. Kill and eat. ' 'Surely not, Lord!'
Peter replied. 'I have never eaten anything impure or unclean.' The voice spoke to him a second time,
'Do not call anything impure that God has made clean. ' This happened three times, and immediately the
sheet was taken back to heaven." Acts 10:9-16

162

prohibition (non-kosher food). The main dietary prohibition was against contact
with pork or pork products. 425
Peter was already in a compromised situation with Simon the tanner. God was
about to stretch Peter's concepts of what is acceptable and unacceptable in the sight of
God. When the centurion Cornelius sent servants to invite Peter to come to the home of a
Gentile, the Holy Spirit had already made it clear for Peter "Do not call anything impure
that God has made clean. ,,426 Adrian can imagine the following scenario occurring:
Cornelius being a Gentile, invited Peter to stay a few days. This meant that Peter
probably ate a non-kosher breakfast. I can imagine Cornelius serving bacon. I can
imagine Peter's initial revulsion, his first taste, and eventual enjoyment of bacon.
By the time he is ready to leave, he requests bacon for his final breakfast. When
bacon is cooking, the smoke gets on your clothes. I can picture Peter walking
through Jerusalem and Jews looking up and noticing Peter because "they could
smell the bacon" and thus their accusation that Peter had been eating pork with
Gentiles. 427
Adrian points out that Peter's roof-top vision at Simon the tanners home and his
new friendship with a Gentile believer helped Peter reframe his concept of what was
culturally acceptable and unacceptable. Peter came to the conclusion that, "I now realize
how true it is that God does not show favoritism but accepts men from every nation who
fear him and do what is right.,,428 Adrian comments:
This is the context for Peter's theological reflection on God accepting all nations on
a common basis of "fear of Him and doing well" and not the dividing sensibilities
of cultural rules. God put his approval on the whole matter by the angel visit to
Cornelius, the vision to Peter, the embrace of the gospel by Cornelius and the
spontaneous infilling with the Holy Spirit (as happened with Jewish believers on
the Day of Pentecost). You could call Acts 10 the Gentile Day ofPentecost. 429

Adrian Jacobs
Acts 10: 15
427 Adrian Jacobs
428 Acts 10:34-35
429 Adrian Jacobs
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Adrian believes that this is the first instance where Peter had to work through
issues of what was culturally acceptable and unacceptable. Peter had to address these
issues again at the Jerusalem Council, finally coming to the conclusion that the only things
that new Gentile Christians had to avoid were the worship of idols, eating the blood of
strangled animals and sexual immorality. When Peter went to visit Paul at the church in
Antioch he joined Paul in fellowshipping with Greek Christians, including eating their
"unclean" food. Peter began to struggle again with the issues of what was acceptable and
unacceptable in his walk with Christ when Jewish believers arrived from Jerusalem.

43o

Terry points to the conflict Jesus had with the Pharisees and teachers of the law
concerning ceremonial law. When the Pharisees and teachers of the law came to Jesus to
complain that his disciples were not following the ceremonial laws handed down through
the traditions of the religious leaders. Jesus told them, "Listen and understand. What goes
into a man's mouth does not make him unclean,' but what comes out of his mouth, that is
what makes himunclean.",431 Terry LeBlanc comments, "What makes a person unclean
or unrighteous, is not the physical expression of faith, but rather the unclean, unholy
attitude of a person's mind in his thinking. ,,432 Thirteen of the respondents agree that
physical objects are neither "clean" or "unclean" because of their association with
traditional Indian religions. What makes something "clean" or "unclean" is the meaning

"When Peter came to Antioch, I opposed him to his face, because he was clearly in the wrong. Before
certain men came from James, he used to eat with the Gentiles. But when they arrived, he began to draw
back and separate himself from the Gentiles because he was afraid of those who belonged to the
circumcision group. The other Jews joined him in his hypocrisy, so that by their hypocrisy even
Barnabas was led astray. When I saw that they were not acting in line with the truth of the gospel, I said
to Peter in front of them al1, "You are a Jew, yet you live like a Gentile and not like a Jew. How is it,
then, that you force Gentiles to fol1ow Jewish customs? We who are Jews by birth and not ' Gentile
sinners' know that a man is not justified by observing the law, but by faith in Jesus Christ. So we, too,
have put our faith in Christ Jesus that we may be justified by faith in Christ and not by observing the law,
because by observing the law no one will be justified. ", Galatians 2: 11-16
43 1 Matthew 15: 10-11
432 Terry LeBlanc
430
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attached to those objects. Terry referenced how the apostle Paul called the Roman
Christians to change the way they think about things.

433

These thirteen participants agree

that redemption applies to the way we "think" about cultural and spiritual issues.
The questions under consideration are: What elements of human creation are or
are not redeemable? Does the work of redemption on the Cross of Calvary only apply to
human souls or can it be applied to the entire creation? If Jesus came to ransom all that he
originally created at the earth's formation, when does the deliverance of the created order
begin? Does it begin at the cross of Jesus or is it waiting for some future event?
Eight respondents believe the concept of redemption throughout the Old and New
Testaments is based on the individual's liberation from sin. Their theological position is:
There is nothing in Scripture that indicates that inanimate physical objects can be
redeemed from their use in pagan rituals. Tom Claus wrote:
The sinner is redeemed, not the sin. How do you redeem sinful instruments and
things that are used as gods in native religion? Back in the Old Testament, did the
Lord have the children of Israel bring the gods of Baal and the instruments they
used to pray to Baal into God's temple? In the worship of Moloch, where they
sacrificed their children in the fire, did they bring the things of Moloch into the
temple? No, that was God's house. If you are going to bring drums, rattles and
smoke that are dedicated to spirits, then you will be bringing the devil' s
instruments into His temple. That is not going to be effective among animistic
people. That will not win people to Jesus. 434
Craig Smith believes those who are attempting to redeem native cultural forms and
rituals are responding to how the gospel was brought to native people by European
missionaries. Many missionaries assumed that everything in native cultures was pagan or

"Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your
mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God's will is--his good, pleasing and perfect will."
Romans 12:2
434 Tom Claus
433
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heathen. Therefore, in order to become a Christian, you had to denounce everything about
your Indian ways. If you wanted to be a Christian you had to look like the people who
brought the white man' s gospel. You had to move from one sin-stained culture to another.
Craig writes:
This movement [redeeming the culture] is saying that in order to correct that we
have to swing that pendulum the other way. What we need to do is make Christ
more Indian so he can be relevant to this particular people group. We must take all
of our traditional, ancestral ways, even our forms and objects that we used to use in
our traditional ways, redeem them and now use them in a way that honors God. I
see this reactionary movement trying to correct an extreme mistake that happened.
From my perspective, I see it going to another extreme that says everything is
redeemable. The question for me is: What does the Bible say about this? Are there
Scriptures that can confirm or affIrm the fact that all our traditional ways are
redeemable? Is that the true theological defmition of redemption? Are cultures
redeemable or are people redeemable?435
These same eight respondents feel that those who advocate for redeeming sacred
cultural objects need to be very careful when trying to contextualize Christian worship
among traditional, native people. They believe that the root of all false religious systems
can be demonic in nature. They warn that [in some instances] bringing sacred objects and
rituals dedicated to spirits into the church or home, may unwittingly invite demonic
activity into those places.
Citing Old Testament passages where Yahweh commanded that all sacred objects
used in pagan worship be destroyed (Exodus 34:14-24, Deuteronomy 7:5-6; 12:1-4) Craig
Smith wrote:
Is there any place in Scripture where sacred objects were redeemed from a people
or nation and then used in ways of the Lord and were pleasing to him? What is
evident in Scripture is where sacred objects were always destroyed and believers
were admonished to distance themselves from those things. That has implications
for an animistic culture where spiritual activity is at the center. 436
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Charles Kraft addresses this issue:
Several other practices are also forbidden to God's people and labeled as the
reasons why God gave his people the right to drive out the inhabitants of Palestine.
In Deuteronomy 18:9-13 several of these things are listed and labeled "disgusting
practices." The practices listed there are, sacrificing children, divination, looking
for omens, using spells or charms and consulting spirits of the dead. The text says,
"God hates people who do these disgusting things and that is why he is driving
those nations out of the land as you advance." So it is clear that many common
pagan practices involving spiritual power are forbidden. God does not tolerate
appeasing pagan gods or spirits or seeking information, health, wealth, or blessing
from them. His answer to the quest for these things is to relate to Him and allow
Him to take care of the opposing spirits and to provide the blessings we need. 437
The apostle Paul affirms this position in his first letter to the church in Corinth. 438
These eight participants believe there are clear commands in both Testaments for
followers of God to distance themselves from the pagan religious practices of nonbelievers. There is an assumption in Scripture [as proposed by the apostle Paul] that these
practices are connected to the worship of demonic spirits. Therefore, these research
participants feel these pagan symbols and rituals can not be redeemed for use in Christian
worship.
Gabe Medicine Eagle addresses the spiritual worldview of the Lakota people and
how spiritual activity is manifested through their sacred objects. He said:
The medicine wheel to the Lakota is like a pentagram to Satanists. The pentagram
is a doorway to spiritual activity. A medicine wheel is also a doorway to spiritual
activity. Some native leaders believe you can redeem the medicine wheel and use
it in the church. I asked them if they could redeem a pentagram and use it in the
church. At first they said they could, then they reconsidered their viewpoint. In
reality, you would not hang a pentagram in your church because of what it
represents. In the same way, you would not hang a medicine wheel in your church
because of what it represents which is a doorway into the spiritual realm.439
Kraft, Charles. Appropriate Christianity, (William Carey Library, Pasadena, California, 2005), 385-386.
"Consider the people of Israel: Do not those who eat the sacrifices participate in the altar? Do I mean then
that a sacrifice offered to an idol is anything, or that an idol is anything? No, but the sacrifices of pagans
are offered to demons, not to God, and I do not want you to be participants with demons. You cannot
drink the cup of the Lord and the cup of demons too; you cannot have a part in both the Lord's table and
the table of demons. Are we trying to arouse the Lord's jealousy?" 1 Corinthians 10: 18-20
439 Gabe Medicine Eagle
437

438
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Wesleyan pastor Dan LaPlante, who grew up on the Cheyenne River Reservation
in South Dakota, said, "Native people raised on reservations deal with the spiritual realm
all of the time. Some to a greater degree than others. The witness of Scripture to evil
spirits is nothing new to US.,,440 Dan suggests that people follow the mandate given by the
apostle John:
Do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits to see whether they are from God,
because many false prophets have gone out into the world. This is how you can
recognize the Spirit of God: Every spirit that acknowledges that Jesus Christ has
come in the flesh is from God, but every spirit that does not acknowledge Jesus is
not from GOd. 441
Native Christians raised in traditional cultures and then converted to Christianity in
that environment, understand the meaning of forms and functions used in traditional native
religions. They also understand the essential wisdom of testing spiritual manifestations
attached to these sacred symbols and rituals with the Word of God.
Native leaders who grew up among traditional people who practice Indian religion,
all agree that when working among traditional people you can not take sacred symbols
used in pagan worship, redeem them, then reassign different Christian meanings to those
sacred objects. Even if a traditional person converts to Christianity, that individual will
continue to assign a traditional interpretation to the sacred objects used in Indian religion.
Therefore, they feel that Christian pastors should not attempt to bring those sacred objects
dedicated to other "gods" into churches on the reservations. Any attempt to do so, will
only cause greater confusion among traditional native people and new native believers in
Christ.

440

441

Dan LaPlante
1 John 4: 1-3
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While some native leaders believe that sacred objects used in Indian religion can
be redeemed and used in the worship of Jesus; others strongly assert that Scripture does
not affirm that position. Craig Smith has studied the Sun Dance ritual and sees many
parallels between the sacrifice of Christ and elements of this dance of sacrifice. However,
Craig believes you can not take sacred objects used in this ritual and redeem them for use
in a Christian ritual. Craig writes, "So can we Son Dance, instead of Sun Dancing? That
would violate Biblical teaching because it is taking sacred objects and rituals from a pagan
ceremony and bringing them into the worship of Christ. I don't think that is a redeemable
fonn.,,442
Some native leaders believe that these sacred objects carry meaning only to those
who use them, regardless of their previous use for good or evil purposes and therefore the
decision to give these sacred objects different meanings is up to the individual or group
who want to use them. Still others believe that any attempt to redeem sacred objects used
in native religion brings only confusion to new native converts to Christianity, especially
if they have been raised among traditional practioners of native religions on reservations.
The key concern for eight of the participants is the thin line that exists between
syncretism and contextualization. At what point can someone cross over that thin line into
worship that is unacceptable before God?
Jesus as a Contextualizer
One research participant referenced Jesus as someone who modeled cross-cultural
contextualization during his three years of ministry. Adrian Jacobs used Jesus ' encounter
with the Samaritan woman at the well to illustrate how Jesus contextualized his message.

442
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Jesus shared a common need with the woman at the well. They both were thirsty. After
taking time to get to know this woman, Jesus took the opportunity to address her deep
spiritual thirst for God. The woman at the well had been with many men, looking for
fulfillment in those relationships. Jesus told her that what she really needed was a spiritual
relationship with God. She went back to her community and brought them out to meet
Jesus. He then became the answer to the thirst in their lives also. Adrian said:
The Jews rejected the Samaritans and called them dogs. Therefore the Jews had no
contact with them because they were considered different and unclean. That is
ethnocentrism. Jesus looked beyond the differences, crossed those cultural barriers
of gender, race, politics, and religion to fmd the needs in people's hearts and
addressed them. That is what contextualization is. Christian mission is the ability
to look beyond ethnocentrism and be able to witness to somebody called "other."
Other is someone who has another perspective, who sees things from a different
world view. We as Christians are called to cross those barriers like Jesus did with
443
the Samaritan woman in order to point them to God.
The Apostle Paul as a Contextualizer
Twelve of the research participants referenced the apostle Paul as one of the
greatest contextualizers of the first century church. They cited Paul's description of
himself in a letter written to the church in Philippi: "I was circumcised on the eighth day,
of the people ofIsrael, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew of Hebrews; in regard to the
law, a Pharisee; as for zeal, persecuting the church; as for legalistic righteousness,
faultless.,,444 These research participants feel that Paul was a religious leader immersed in
his Jewish culture. Jesus called Paul to cross cultural boundaries in order to bring the
gospel to the Gentiles. Jesus helped Paul see beyond his cultural and religious worldview
in order to communicate the good news of Jesus ' life, death and resurrection to the Greeks
and Romans. These twelve respondents feel that Paul's goal was to win people to Christ,

443
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not take them out of their cultures and make them adopt a Jewish culture. John Maracle
said, "When bringing the gospel to different people, you have to apply it to where they are
at. That is why Paul is such a great example of how to reach people from various cultural
backgrounds to Christ.,,445 John referenced Paul's letter to the Corinthians:
Though I am free and belong to no man, I make myself a slave to everyone, to win
as many as possible. To the Jews I became like a Jew, to win the Jews. To those
under the law I became like one under the law (though I myself am not under the
law), so as to win those under the law. To those not having the law I became like
one not having the law (though I am not free from God's law but am under Christ's
law), so as to win those not having the law. To the weak I became weak, to win the
weak. I have become all things to all men so that by all possible means I might
save some. I do all this for the sake of the gospel, that I may share in its
blessings. 446
The apostle Paul realized that a one-size-fits-all approach to evangelism would not
work in cross-cultural evangelism. He adjusted his approach according to the cultural
context of the people he was speaking with.
Seven of the research participants referenced the apostle Paul's approach to
contextualization. Using Paul's speech at Mars Hill he showed how contextualization is
done within a different cultural group. When speaking to the people gathered at Mars Hill
in Athens, Paul used a familiar cultural symbol to explain the gospel of Jesus Christ. Paul
used the process of contextualization in order that Gentiles might come to faith in Jesus. 447
At the Areopagus, Paul took a three-fold approach to evangelism and contextualization.

John Maracle
I Corinthians 9: 19-23
447 Paul then stood up in the meeting of the Areopagus and said: "Men of Athens! I see that in every way you
are very religious. For as I walked around and looked carefully at your objects of worship, I even found
an altar with this inscription: TO AN UNKNOWN GOD. Now what you worship as something unknown
I am going to proclaim to you. 'The God who made the world and everything in it is the Lord of heaven
and earth and does not live in temples built by hands. And he is not served by human hands, as ifhe
needed anything, because he himself gives all men life and breath and everything else. From one man he
made every nation of men, that they should inhabit the whole earth; and he determined the times set for
them and the exact places where they should live. God did this so that men would seek him and perhaps
reach out for him and find him, though he is not far from each one of us. ' For in him we live and move
and have our being.' As some of your own poets have said, ' We are his offspring.' "Therefore since we
445
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First, he went to the people of Athens in response to Jesus' command to "go and preach"
the gospel. He chose a place where people gathered to discuss political, philosophical and
social issues in their community. Second, Paul searched for a familiar cultural symbol
which would help him introduce the gospel of Jesus to the Athenians. He did not
immediately reject the "altar to an unknown God," but found a point of commonality to
explain a greater truth. Third, Paul affirmed the Athenians' desire to know the "unknown
God." He used this occasion to explain that the God who created the earth had come to
redeem the nations of the world. Paul affirms that the "unknown God" has revealed
himself to all the world. Instead of assuming that there had been no witness of God in a
culture, Paul made an assumption that the "unknown God" had revealed himself through
creation. Charles Black wrote:
It's important to remember that there are those who look upon creation and from
that have faith that there is a Creator. One should approach native traditions not
from the perspective of what is un-Godly about them, but rather what is contained
therein that is evidence of faith in Creator. Allow people the liberty to approach
Christ in the way that is easiest for them to understand. All that is really needed is ·
for both groups to learn enough of the others' culture to develop a mutually
acceptable vocabulary of spiritual expression. Follow Paul's example on Mars
Hill. Instead of telling the Greeks of all the ways they were wrong in how they
worshiped, he focused on expressions of worship in which the concepts of the true
God were apparent. He then used that as a point of commonality.448
The Areopagus was a popular gathering place where Epicureans and Stoic
philosophers came to debate a variety of issues. Paul figured out a way to address both
groups. Huron Claus wrote:

are God's offspring, we should not think that the divine being is like gold or silver or stone--an image
made by man's design and skill. In the past God overlooked such ignorance, but now he commands all
people everywhere to repent. For he has set a day when he will judge the world with justice by the man
he has appointed. He has given proof of this to all men by raising him from the dead. '" Acts 17:22-31
448
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The philosophical worldview of Epicureans and Stoics influenced the approach of
the Athenians to culture. Epicureans believed that God created them, but men after
their birth were on their own. It was a deistic point of view. The Stoics believed we
were created by God and that there was a spirit in everything. They were animistic
in an almost pantheistic way. Paul is talking to these philosophers and challenging
the worldview of those people. And he is saying that God is intricately involved
with every nation and every people group. He recognized their spirituality, their
culture, and he challenged their cultural world view. 449
Paul used the philosophical and theological aspects of their culture to introduce
them to Jesus as Creator God. Huron comments:
Paul quoted the philosophers and poets, but he did not embrace their religion.
What Paul doesn't do is use their religion or ceremony in that. Paul did not adopt
the religious system of the idol worshippers, then redefine or reconfigure them for
use in worshipping Christ. 450
Alvin Deer quoting the apostle Paul said:
'In the past God overlooked such ignorance' means that in your former times God
'winked at' your attempts to reach out to your Creator. It was alright because there
was coming a day when they would know the truth. There is coming a day when
what you are immolating will become a reality. Paul said that God made from one
blood, all the nations on the earth and determined their pre-appointed time and
boundaries for their dwellings so that they should seek the Lord. God placed us
here in North America, we were waiting for Christian people to come and bring us
the good news. In some cases they decided that we were too unworthy to be saved
because they thought we were worshipping demons. The Pilgrims saw themselves
as Old Testament Christians going into the land and clearing the land of all these
Canaanites. That made it easier for genocide. They were supposed to be New
Testament Christians who were mandated by the Great Commission to go into all
451
nations and make disciples ofthem.
Alvin Deer speculates about how different evangelism of North American Indians
might have been if Paul had left Antioch and sailed right past Greece and Rome and
landed on the shores of North America. Alvin said:
I know exactly what Paul would have said to those Native Americans. People of
America, I perceive that in all things that you are religious. And I notice you have
these gods here and even this unknown god, let me tell you something. "I know
450
451
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him, let me tell you about him." Paul would not have gone to the Americas and
said you are all evil people worshipping the devil. He would have found common
ground. Maybe he would have danced with them so that he could have won them
to Jesus. 452
As we study the history of mission outreach to North American Indians, we know
that scenario rarely happened. As 21 st century missiologists and native Christian leaders,
we are looking at the fruit of five hundred years of disappointing methods of evangelism,
discipleship and worship. Native Christian leaders are asking how can we reintroduce the
gospel of Jesus and the worship of the one true, living God in a way that makes sense to
562 unique Native American tribes?
The Old Testaments Prophets Foretold of the Worship of the Messiah.
The prophets in the Old Testament pointed to a future time when all the nations of
the earth would gather to worship the Messiah. Five of the participants cited the
prophecies of Isaiah concerning the gathering of the nations before the Lord. 453 These
respondents believe the prophecies of Isaiah point to the multi-cultural reality of worship
before God. Mark MacDonald wrote, "The ideas often presented in the last portions of
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"In that day the Root of Jesse will stand as a banner for the peoples; the nations will rally to him, and his
place of rest will be glorious. In that day the Lord will reach out his hand a second time to reclaim the
remnant that is left of his people from Assyria, from Lower Egypt, from Upper Egypt, from Cush, from
Elam, from Babylonia, from Hamath and from the islands of the sea." Isaiah 11: 10-11
"All the nations gather together and the peoples assemble. Which ofthem foretold this and proclaimed to
us the former things? Let them bring in their witnesses to prove they were right, so that other may hear
and say, 'It is true." Isaiah 43:9
"And foreigners who bind themselves to the Lord to serve him, to love the name of the Lord to worship
him, all who keep the Sabbath without desecrating it and who hold fast to my covenant - these I will
bring to my holy mountain and give them joy in my house of prayer. Their burnt offerings and sacrifices
will be accepted on my altar, for my house will be called a house of prayer for all nations." Isaiah 56:6-7
"And because of their actions and their imaginations, I am about to come and gather the nations and
tongues, and they will come and see my glory. I will set a sign among them and I will send some of
those who survive to the nations - to Tarshish, to the Libyans and Lydians, to Tubal and Greece, and to
the distant islands that have not heard of my fame or seen my glory. They will proclaim my glory
among the nations. And they will bring all your brothers, from all the nations, to my holy mountain in
Jerusalem as an offering to the Lord - on horses, in chariots and wagons, and on mules and camels says
the Lord. "They will bring them, as the Israelites bring their grain offerings, to the temple of the Lord in
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Isaiah about the nations honoring God through God's chosen One (Messiah) are multicultural character of that witness.,,454 MacDonald believes that Isaiah' s prophecies do not
hint of a mono-cultural expression of worship from the various ethnic groups from around
the world. There is no indication that these different ethnicities were expected to set aside
their cultural expressions of worship in order to appear before the throne of God.
Bishop MacDonald referenced the prophet Malachi's vision of true worship being
offered by the peoples of the earth. 455 MacDonald comments:
You are led to believe, in the way that this is set up, it doesn't sound like they are
going to be mimicking the worship of Israel. The idea that people would be
offering, this particular offering to God, is a Biblical idea. When this was written,
the vision, was not the abandonment of cultures, but the bowing of the knee of
cultures to the One True God, through His Messiah, Jesus ChriSt. 456
Mark applied this prophecy of Malachi to the journey of the Magi who came from
distant lands to bring offerings to the new king ofIsrael, Jesus of Nazareth. The apostle
Matthew wrote, "On coming to the house, they [Magi] saw the child with his mother
Mary, and they [Magi] bowed down and worshiped him [Jesus]. Then they opened their
treasures and presented him with gifts of gold and of incense and of myrrh. ,,457 Bishop
MacDonald wrote, "This is a very clear prophetic Scripture that is critically important.
The question is not so much the cultural practices of the Magi, whether are they bad or
good. Rather the question is who are they directing their worship to? Who is their

ceremonially clean vessels." Isaiah 66:18-20
Mark MacDonald
455 "Oh, that one of you would shut the temple doors, so that you would not light useless ftres on my altar! I
am not pleased with you,' says the Lord Almighty, and 'I will accept no offering from your hands. My
name will be great among the nations, from the rising to the setting of the sun. In every place incense
and pure offerings will be brought to my name, because my name will be great among the nations, says
the Lord Almighty." Malachi 1:10-11
456 Mark MacDonald
457 Matthew 2: 11
454
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Lord?,,458 The focus of their worship was Jesus. The offering was not the issue. The focus
was on the Messiah to whom the gift was presented.
These same five respondents referenced the Day of Pentecost and the multicultural crowd that gathered that day. At the Feast of Pentecost, the first century church
was birthed in the midst of a multi-cultural event in Jerusalem. Jews and Gentile converts
to Judaism, had gathered in Jerusalem from all the nations in the middle east. When the
Holy Spirit descended on the one hundred and twenty gathered in the upper room, people
from all over Jerusalem ran to see what was happening. 459 That day, the apostle Peter gave
an altar call and three thousand people accepted Jesus as their Savior. These new believers
were not asked to leave their languages and cultures behind in order to follow Jesus. They
carried the gospel message back to their families and communities throughout the Middle
East. These respondents believe that there is nothing in the New Testament to indicate that
these new Christians were required to abandon everything in their cultures and adopt a
new culture in order to follow the Messiah.
These same respondents referenced the vision of the apostle John [while
imprisoned on the Isle of Patmos] to the gathering of the nations before the throne of God
in Heaven. 46o These Scriptures indicate the multi ethnic panoply of worshippers gathered
from all nations, tribes, and tongues before the throne of God. There is no indication that

Mark MacDonald
"When they heard this sound, a crowd came together in bewilderment, because each one heard them
speaking in his own language. Utterly amazed, they asked: "Are not all these men who are speaking
Galileans? Then how is it that each of us hears them in his own native language? Parthians, Medes and
Elamites; residents of Mesopotamia, Judea and Cappadocia, Pontus and Asia, Phrygia and Pamphylia,
Egypt and the parts of Libya near Cyrene; visitors from Rome (both Jews and converts to Judaism);
Cretans and Arabs--we hear them declaring the wonders of God in our own tongues!" Acts 6:2-11
460 "After this I looked and there before me was a great multitude that no one could count, from every nation,
tribe, people and language, standing before the throne and in front of the Lamb. They were wearing
white robes and were holding palm branches in their hands." Revelation 7:9
458
459
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they had to leave their cultural expressions of worship behind them and adopt a
monoethnic expression of worship based on Hebraic or European Christianity.
One of the respondents gave a different interpretation to this particular passage in
Revelation. Craig Smith commented:
John saw the redeemed from every tribe, tongue and nation. Yet he describes a
dress code where all are wearing white robes which indicates uniformity. I thought
that was so boring. I could see in my mind's eye a parade, like the one we have in
the C&MA national rally, where the worldwide missionaries parade in their
national regalia, the pageantry and variety of colors. I thought, if we could only
have all these cultural identities represented like this in Heaven around the throne
instead of this uniformity of culture. The culture movement would probably say
that would need to be done, because we have to have this expression of diversity.
If worship is about us, then that would probably need to be so. But we need to see
that worship is not about us, it is about Christ. He is the focus and center of our
worship. Ifwe have come to a point in time where we have to say that the message
of the gospel of Christ is incomplete without this native, cultural expression, then it
becomes about us and not Christ. Anything that draws attention to self, is not true
worship. It may be worship of self, but if it is not centered on Christ, it is not
· 461
worshIp.
All twenty-seven research participants referenced various aspects of Christian
worship. The following is a compilation of facets of worship mentioned by various
contributors.
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

46 1 Craig

Worship that is pleasing to God is based on the attitude of the worshiper.
Worship engages the use of symbols and ceremonies which enable the worshiper
to experience God's presence.
True worship helps the participant express remorse for sin.
Worship helps people express gratitude and thanksgiving.
Worship helps people experience God's presence.
Worship helps people live transformed lives.
Worship helps people gather in community and impart knowledge from one
generation to another.
Worship helps impart sacred values related to family, love, truth, humility,
generosity, kindness.
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Anita Keith, speaking from a native perspective, encapsulates the essence of what
worship means from a native worldview. Anita writes:
In the Old Testament we learn that in true worship there is balance. We are taught

to balance knowledge with our emotions. Knowledge of truth gives us the
necessary stability to worship and live a life of faith and it provides the right
foundation for our emotions. Similarly in Aboriginal culture, we are taught
continually our teachings which speak of truth, love, generosity, kindness, bravery,
integrity and that all humans are children of Creator. We are taught to respect life
as sacred. In these teachings we are able to balance out our emotions and love for
Creator with our teachings. 462
The Old Testament patriarchs came to Yahweh with an incomplete knowledge of
their Creator. They brought to Him, the simplicity of their faith and sacred rituals
borrowed from their pagan heritage. Yahweh established a sophisticated religious system
among the Hebrew people that would help them worship Him in a manner that was
pleasing to Him. Every aspect of this Hebraic system would point to Jesus of Nazareth as
Messiah. The Old Testament chronicles the pollution of that system with pagan idolatry.
Through the centuries, Yahweh would send the prophets to call the Israelites to repentance
and restoration of a right relationship with Him. All of the research participants
emphasized their desire to offer Jesus the honor and praise due Him. Each expressed a
desire to please Jesus with their manner of worship.
All of the research participants agree that Jesus Christ must be the focus of their
worship. The major point of dissention is what sacred objects and rituals from Native
American religion can be used in Christian worship and who is allowed to make those
distinctions?
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Chapter Five
Data
Question Four
What Christian writers or speakers most influence your frame of reference?
The fmal question in this case study pertains to the individuals who have helped
impart wisdom to these research respondents. Who influenced their lives in the area of
missions and contextualization?
Solomon, son of King David compiled and wrote some of the most quoted words
about wisdom ever recorded in human history. Solomon understood the power of learning,
understanding and seeking wise counsel from those who had learned from life experience
and applied it for the benefit of others. Solomon wrote:
My son, if you accept my words and store up my commands within you, turning
your ear to wisdom and applying your heart to understanding, and if you call out
for insight and cry aloud for understanding, and if you look for it as for silver and
search for it as for hidden treasure, then you will understand the fear of the Lord
and fmd the knowledge of God. For the Lord gives wisdom, and from his mouth
comes knowledge and understanding. He holds victory in store for the upright, he
is a shield to those whose walk is blameless, for he guards the course of the just
and protects the way of his faithful ones. Then you will understand what is right
and just and fair--every good path. For wisdom will enter your heart, and
knowledge will be pleasant to your soul. Discretion will protect you, and
understanding will guard you. 463
Native Pastors, Teachers and Elders
Ten of the respondents stated that personal relationships with native pastors,
teachers and elders have had a profound impact on the way they approach ministry among
Native Americans.
Rev. Alvin Deer wrote:

463

Proverbs 2: 1-11

179

The person who has influenced me the most was a Kiowa pastor who had a strong
belief in Word of God. He was a Bible teacher and a evangelical Christian man. I
sat under his teaching many years. He had a profound influence on my frame of
reference in Christianity.464
Bishop Ray Levesque was influenced by a former Free Methodist (Navaho) pastor
named Tulley H. Lee. Tulley founded five Navajo churches on the reservation in Arizona
and trained five Navajo speaking pastors to take care of those churches. Ray said:
The Free Methodists would not ordain the Navajo pastors because they did not
speak English. So Tulley Lee created his own group outside of the Free Methodist
system. Tulley brought Christianity into the culture in a very natural way. There
are some beautiful things in Navajo culture that Tulley used like the Navajo
Beautyway to point to Christ. 465
The Navajo Beautyway ceremony is a ritual that helps restore physical and
spiritual balance to those who are afflicted with life problems and poor physical or mental
health. 466
In his early years, when researching contextualization, Rev. Dr. Richard Twiss said
that Lloyd Commander, a Cayuse man from the Nazarene Seminary in Kansas City had a
profound affect on him. Richard wrote:
Lloyd, although he was Nazarene, was always a contextualist. His masters degree
in missiology took him down that road. He later became the academic dean at the
Nazarene Indian Bible College in Albuquerque. Eventually he was asked to leave
that position because his views were too extreme for the Nazarenes. 467
Seven of the participants cited Native American tribal elders as the most influential
people who have inspired them in their journey with Christ. Rev Huron Claus grew up in
the home of a native pastor and Christian leader. Huron's father, Rev. Tom Claus has been
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in ministry among numerous native tribes for over sixty years. Huron was privileged to
learn from a host of native elders from various tribes for most of his life. He wrote:
Learning from native leaders who have had a proven ministry through many years
of experience. Everything I do is building on the foundation of those leaders who
have gone before me. That is why I wouldn't want to do anything that would be
dishonoring or disrespectable to these elders. This is the way I have conducted my
468
ministry, is working with different elders from numerous tribes.
Rev. Dr. Randy Woodley wrote:
I think traditional people have had the greatest impact on me. Just listening and
talking to them through the years. Coming to an understanding that they had the
same truth as we do. The only thing is that they don't have a fuller understanding
and relationship with Jesus; he is the One who fulfills all things. 469
Randy's adoptive native mothers Libby Ahtone and Gaitha Bates (both Kiowa),
and adoptive uncle Madison David (Comanche and Creek) were powerful role models in
his life. Randy wrote:
They had no problem in their lives integrating Christ in their cultures and they
were in a minority in western Oklahoma. They came from places where they had
not been missionized. They encouraged me to step forward and learn the sweat
lodge, host Indian youth culture camps and pow wows. They were like an advisory
board to me. Most of my learning in the area of contextualization was trial and
error. I would try something, weigh the results, then go back and talk to my
traditional elders. 47o
Rev. John and Gerri Gros Venor are respected elders in the contextualization
movement in North America. John referenced both sets of grandparents and tribal elders
on both sides of his family as influential in his walk with Christ. His friend Leroy Falling
(Cherokee) had a big impact on the way he does ministry today. Leroy worked for the BIA
for thirty years. After his retirement, Leroy ministered with the Church of God. John
wrote: "Leroy believed in contextualized ministry long before the contemporary
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contextualization leaders came into play. Leroy helped me understand the validity of
living for Christ in the context of our native cultures.,,471 Other tribal leaders who have
helped form John' s approach to ministry are Phil Duran, Ali Jackson, Bear and Amanda
Lawyer, David Miles Sr., James and Beatrice Miles, Irvin Waters, Josiah Red Wolf, and
Rev. Dr. Jerry and JoAnna Yellowhawk. 472
Rev. Mark Custalow, the current director of the Multiplying Churches Team for
the Southern Baptist Convention, said that Navajo elder Russell Begaye was his mentor.
Russell worked with the Home Mission Board for over twenty five and is currently
working with Southern Baptists in New Mexico. 473
Dakota pastor Fern Cloud and Lakota pastor Dan LaPlante credited their walk with
Christ to traditional men and women from their respective reservations. Both native
pastors credited tribal elders with the ability to contextualize the life and teachings of
Jesus Christ. Dan wrote:
We have native elders on the Cheyenne River reservation who told us that we need
to pick up our pipes, go to the hill and pray for our people. We need to give thanks
to our Creator Jesus Christ because without him, no life would be possible. We
need to give thanks to him for this life and ask him for help in the things we face
today. That was the most contextual thing I've heard in my life about Christianity
and Indian religion ... "Take your pipe and go to the hill.,,474
Fern said, "I've gone to spiritual leaders in my own community to ask difficult
questions about traditional religion and Christianity. They have given me great insight and
wisdom.,,475
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Chief Jerry McClure said that tribal elder Fred Bradley had a profound impact on
how Jerry integrates his Christian beliefs and practice. Fred Bradley was a tribal elder
among the eastern band of Cherokee. Fred now lives in Crosby, Tennessee. Dan Rankin
Brimham is the ceremonial chief of the Piqua Shawnee. Don is the native elder who taught
Jerry the traditional ceremonies and stories of the Piqua. Jerry incorporates these
traditional rituals in the practice of his Christian faith. 476
Native Christian Contextualizers
There are a number of native Christian leaders who have been pioneers in the
realm of contextualization of worship and theology. Nine of the research participants were
influenced by contemporary native contextualizers. Ray Levesque pointed to three native
leaders who are actually practicing contextualization: Phil Doran, Robert Francis and
Randy Woodley. In his four book series Talks from the Heart, "Robert Francis (Cherokee)
models a native Christian hermeneutic which I think is very healthy and respects both
traditions.,,477 Phil Doran (Pueblo) "helps restore native science on par with Western
science in his book God is Spirit. ,,478 Randy Woodley "continues to lead the way in the
arena of contextual education and practice.,,479
Rev. Anita Keith, a founding member ofNAIITS (North American Institute of
Indigenous Theological Studies) referenced contemporary contextualizers like Terry
LeBlanc, Richard Twiss, Adrian Jacobs, Randy Woodley, and Saquoieta Widrick ... these
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leaders continue to infonn and inspire Anita in her outreach ministries among Indigenous
. W"mmpeg, M amto
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peop1e m

Rev. Jeny Covil, founder of First Nations Monday ministries in Montana, looks to
the following Native American leaders in the contextualization movement to instruct and
guide her in ministry: Rita Bear Gray, Kenny Blacksmith, Tom & Wilma Bob, John
Dawson, Raymond & Tuggy Dunton, Ernestine Ellsworth, Robert Frances, Bill Gowey,
John & Gerri GrosVenor, Agnes Gunhammer, Adrian Jacobs, Jon Lansa, Daniel LaPlante,
Ray Levesque, Terry LeBlanc, Fern Noble, Jonathan Maracle, Morning Sun Yellow Pony,
John Sandford, Robert Soto, Suuqiina & Qaumaniq Suuqiina, Kyle Taylor, Richard Twiss,
Randy Woodley, and Jerry Yellowhawk. 481 Jeny also referenced native Christian writers
like John Dawson, Robert Frances, Arthur Holmes, Kent Nerburn, Don Richardson, John
Sandford, Suuqiina & Qaumaniq Suuqiina, Richard Twiss, and Randy Woodley.482 These
native writers have been on the front lines of contextualizing native theology for the past
several decades and are just now receiving recognition for their ground-breaking efforts to
tell the story of Jesus through a native perspective.
Mark Custalow mentioned his friendship with Richard Twiss and Craig Smith,
both contemporary native leaders from differing theological perspectives. Mark wrote:
Craig Smith, who wrote The Whiteman's Gospel, was doing with the Christian &
Missionary Alliance what I was doing for the Southern Baptists. We've worked
through some difficult topics of contextualization. I've learned a lot from Richard
Twiss. We've had good open dialogue even though we may differ on some
ideological issues. 483
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Jerry McClure spoke of a chance encounter with a full-blood Kashava minister
from Houston Texas. "I attended a wedding where he performed a marriage ceremony and
explained some traditional native practices. I talked with him and he told me that in his
church they did smudging ceremonies, used sweet grass, tobacco and read from the
Bible.,,484 That was the first time this Piqua Shawnee chief realized he could still be a
Christian and embrace his native cultural heritage. Years later, Jerry met a traditional
Lakota man named Steve McCullen, from the Rosebud Sioux Reservation in South
Dakota. Jerry said, "He does sun dances around the world. He has his own church and
preaches from the Bible.,,485 These two encounters with native Christian leaders showed
Jerry a way to integrate his identity as a native Christian.
Lakota pastor Leon Matthews spent time conducting national and local native
events with Huron Claus, Craig Smith, and Richard Twiss. Although these three
contemporary native leaders differ in some areas of theology and mission practice, they
each affected Leon 's approach to ministry among the Oglala Sioux on the Pine Ridge
Reservation in South Dakota. 486
Dan LaPlante pointed to Richard Twiss as one who had a positive impact on his
theology of mission. "Richard has been really good at opening the door of
contextualization on an intemationallevel for native people.,,487 Dr. Suuqiina &
Qaumaniq Suuqiina, native contextualizers "inspired me by inviting me to spend a week
in their home. They graciously helped me through many issues. Their journey to regain
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cultural identity has inspired me to follow their bravery and encouraged me to return to
my cultural roots.,,488
Richard Twiss, one of the contemporary contextualizers on the international scene,
pointed to Adrian Jacobs (Cayuga), as a Christian leader who has led the way in the area
of Native American contextualization. Adrian wrote a book on syncretism called Meeting
of the Two Roads. Richard said, "We were reading the guys who were contemporary in the
missiological world. My dialogues with Adrian helped me work through a lot of
missiological issues. ,,489
Randy Woodley spoke of Bill Baldridge, an American Baptist professor at Kansas
City Central Seminary. Bill wrote an article entitled "The Bear of God who Takes Away
the Sins of the World." Randy said, "This Cherokee bear story showed me how to
contextualize storytelling and helped me see the power of the story to convey spiritual
truths.,,490 When American Indian, Spenser Cody danced for Jesus at a pow wow in
Oklahoma it changed Randy's perspective on native Christian worship. Randy was at a
church meeting in 1989 when Jim McKinney used cedar in a smudging ceremony. Those
two events where native Christians used parts of their cultures to honor Christ convinced
Randy that Native Americans did not have to leave their cultures behind in order to
worship Jesus in a culturally relevant manner.
Missionaries who Served Indigenous People
Six of the research participants were inspired by missionaries who have served
among Indigenous people groups. Mark Custalow spoke of James Nelson, founding
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executive director for the Montana Southern Baptist Convention. Mark wrote:
James was my mentor when I entered into Indian work in Montana. He had been a
missionary to natives in Arizona and was an eye witness to the movement of God
on the Navajo reservation back in the 1960's. James told stories to me that deeply
impacted my understanding of Indigenous training. 491
Mark ,Custalow also mentioned the influence of Charles Brock, missionary
practioner in the Philippines and author of Indigenous Church Planting.
Missionary John B. Driggs influenced Mark MacDonald's thinking about native
missions. Driggs worked among the Inupiat in Point Hope, along the Arctic Coast.
Driggs realized the value of peoples' traditions and spirituality. He had high
church service in the morning; then in the evening had gospel singing, healing
prayer, and time for testimonies. Driggs incorporated many of their cultural
practices like dancing and singing in these worship services. At Easter, he used one
of their dances which simulated a whale hunt to speak about Christ's sacrifice. He
used this traditional dance and infused it with Christian symbols and meanings. At
one point in the dance, a young man will put his arms out in the sign of the cross
indicating that Christ gives them the power to be great hunters. 492
Ray Levesque was influenced by Michael Oleksa, a Russian Orthodox priest who
served among the Alutiiq on Kodiak Island in Alaska. For over a decade, Father Michael
served more than a dozen Alaska native villages. His book Orthodox Alaska: A Theology

o/Mission is one of Ray's favorite mission books. "It was Oleksa's approach to the
spiritual journey of the Alutiq people that helped me discover what the Holy Spirit has
been doing in non-Christianized cultures.,,493
While Randy Woodley was working on his masters degree in seminary he studied
the life and ministry of American Baptist missionary Evan Jones (1821-1872) and his
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partner, a Cherokee named Jesse Bushyhead. Randy read Jones ' journals which contain
fifty years of ministry among the Cherokees. Randy said:
Evan Jones and Jesse Bushyhead were two of only a few missionaries who
traveled on the Trail of Tears to Oklahoma. They held stomp dances on the church
grounds. They were able to bring traditional ways and Christian beliefs together.
While Evan Jones worked closely with several Cherokee leaders, he began to
realize that these people had a relationship with God, but that they didn't know
about Jesus. He began to see that a lot of the cultural things were good. 494
Along with the life and ministry of Evan Jones, Randy read all of Catholic
theologian Carl Stark10ffs work on Indigenous ministry to native peoples. These two
missionaries to Native Americans helped form Randy' s theological perspective and
approach to Indigenous ministry.
Rev. Adrian Jacobs was influenced by Bruce Olson and his experience among the
Moto1ine Indians in Columbia, South America.
As I read the book Bruchko, everything came together in a moment of
convergence. The Lord spoke to me and said: "This is what I have been attempting
to do with the Longhouse people." My complaint, as a Longhouse person, was that
Christianity was the white man 's religion. The Holy Spirit used the contextua1ized
ministry of Bruce Olson to show me how to do ministry among Indigenous people.
It did not have to be wrapped in western garb with suits and ties sitting in pews,
singing hymns, or preaching from pulpits. It did not have to be in the structures
and forms of the western church. Bruchko showed me a way to bring the gospel in
a way that spoke to the heart of the Longhouse people. It took Bruce Olson five
years to win one convert to Jesus, it was through that one convert that the nation of
Moto1ine Indians was won for Jesus Christ. Bruce Olson was able to train
Moto1ine disciples to go out into other areas as missionaries and?reach the gospel
in a contextua1ized way that made sense to Indigenous peop1e. 49
For Adrian the story of missionary Bruce Olson was the beginning of a
crystallization in a journey toward contextualization. A few years after reading Bruchko,
Adrian began to meet up with other people who were involved in this kind of ministry. In
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1992 Adrian went to an Indigenous peoples Sonrise '91 gathering in Santa Fe, New
Mexico. Huron Claus, from CHIEF Ministries, asked Adrian to lead a workshop on
syncretism. In preparation for that seminar, Adrian wrote a paper called "The Meeting of
the Two Ways" which was later published by Indian Life and has been distributed in tract
form by Northern Canada Evangelical Mission throughout North America.
Adrian Jacobs was also influenced by his personal relationship with Don
Richardson. While Adrian was pastor at Six Nations and the Academic Dean of the Native
Bible College, Don Richardson spoke at those institutions. Richardson's books Peace
Child and Eternity in Their Hearts had a profound impact on how Adrian approached
contextualization in theology and practice. Their relationship through the years helped
form Adrian's approach to ministry among First Nation's People. 496
When he was a teenager, Leon Matthew was discipled by a Norwegian missionary
who served on the Pine Ridge Indian Reservation for forty-two years. He served under
the authority of the Christian & Missionary Alliance. Leon said:
He planted a church in the community of Porcupine, South Dakota then eventually
came to the community of Pine Ridge and took over the church I am currently
serving. He discipled several young Lakota men, but I am the only one who
remained a Christian. 497
Theologians Dealing with Missiological Issues
Eleven of the respondents referenced a variety of theologians who have worked
through tough theological questions regarding missions and cross-cultural ministry.
Lakota pastor Leon Matthews said, "I model my ministry among the Oglala
Sioux after the incarnational models put forth by missiologist Dr. Paul Hiebert.,,498 Leon
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cited Dr. Hiebert's books Cultural Anthropology and Transforming Worldviews in helping
him translate the gospel of Jesus into the cultural context of the Oglala. Adrian Jacobs
referenced Paul Hiebert book Anthropological Reflections on Missiological Issues saying
"it helped me see the conflict over native culture in Christianity was an idealist versus
critical realist epistemological argument.,,499
Charles Black holds Francis Schaeffer's writings in great esteem. Charles wrote:
I've never read or heard someone more eloquently express why reason and sound
judgment lead to the conclusion of faith in Christ. I especially liked How Should
We Then Live which is an examination of the degree to which the Western
European church redirected the original intent of the Gospel and subjugated it to
culture, rather than the other way around. 500
Several years ago, Dakota pastor Fern Cloud was introduced to the work of
Episcopal Bishop Steven Charleston (Choctaw) who has an impressive record of service
among numerous Native American tribes. Fern referenced an audio tape series Bishop
Charleston presented on the Old Testament in Native America. This teaching series helped
Fern find abundant parallels between the cultures and religious systems of the Hebrew and
Dakota peoples. Fern said: "Although he is an academic, he is Biblically sound and going
in the right direction for native leaders.,,501
Alvin Deer was impacted by 20th century theologian Richard Neihbur. Alvin also
reads contemporary authors like "JoOO Dawson, especially his book Healing America's

Wounds and Harold Blum's book The American Religion.,,502
Ray Levesque has been influenced by Roland Allen's books, particularly The

Spontaneous Expansion of the Church and Missionary Methods: St. Paul's or Ours. He
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also mentioned Lesslie Newbigin' s classic The Gospel in a Pluralistic Society, Peter
Brown' s book entitled The Cult o/the Saints, and Dr. George Tinker's work on
missionary methods of missionaries in America called Missionary Conquest. 503
Mark Custalow pointed to contemporary missiologists that he has worked with
during his missionary career like authors, speakers, and missiologists such as Dr. Ed
Stetzer, Dr. Joe Hernandez and Dr. Zan Sanders who all have PhD degrees in missiology.
All three of these missiologists serve on the North American Mission Board in Atlanta,
Georgia. Mark commented that these missiologists "have been very helpful in
understanding apostolic type mission work. ,,504 Mark also credited two mission leaders
who serve on the International Missions Board Dr. Grant Lovejoy (PhD in Homiletics)
and Dr. Jim Slack (PhD in Missiology) - with helping him form his theology of mission
and practice. Mark was also greatly influenced by Rev. Ronnie Fox, who served in Peru
for seventeen years.
Three of these research participants [Terry LeBlanc, Randy Woodley, Richard
Twiss] are doctoral students at Asbury Theological Seminary in Wilmore, Kentucky.
Terry LeBlanc credits professors Dr. Matt Zahnizer and Dr. Terry Muck with
helping him deal with issues surrounding religious dialog and religious difference. Terry
has been greatly impacted by the writings of Miroslav Volf, particularly Exclusion and

Embrace. Terry wrote:
Volfhas influenced the way I approach diversity, conflict, reconciliation, and
perceiving value in people. He writes with the expectation that God has not placed
all of the value of himself in one interpretive package, that is why we have
diversity in the church whether it is Eastern or Western, Evangelical, Protestant,
Catholic, Keepers of the Sabbath or Keepers of the Seventh Day. It is this diversity
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of perspective where the fullness of the whole of those descriptions placed together
that gives you a better perspective of what transpired. 505
Rev. Ray Aldred referred to the published works of Henri Nouwen, Eugene
Peterson, Paul Ricouer, George Lindbeck ... as theologians who have educated him in areas
of theology, philosophy and missions. 506
While Randy Woodley was doing his course work for his masters degree he
credited professors like Samuel Escobar, Tony Campolo, Ron Sider, and Maunfred
Brauch with "helping develop a holistic approach to cross-cultural ministry.,,507
Richard Twiss has been researching contemporary missiological issues for
decades. His approach to missions has been influenced by Chuck Kraft, David
Hesselgrave, Paul Hiebert, Ed Romman, Dean Flemming, George Tinker, Vine Deloria
Jr., Sue Kidwell, Homer Noley, Randy Woodley, Adrian Jacobs, and Terry LeBlanc.
Richard also credits Miroslav Volfs book Exclusion and Embrace and Bruce Bradshaw's
book Bridging the Gap with helping him develop
... a lot of anthropological, theological perspectives concerning Native American
theology and spirituality from a native point of view. I've been delving into post
colonial studies and theology regarding orthodoxy in the contemporary world. This
is the place were most modem authors are pushing the boundaries of
evangelicalism beyond the place where most folks are really comfortable. 508
The Bible and Leading of the Holy Spirit
Only three of the research respondents said they looked to the Bible and the
leading of the Holy Spirit to guide their understanding about the nature of God and his
design for mission outreach in the Old and New Testaments. Ray Aldred said the Gospel
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of John has biblically infonned how he conducts himself as a Christian, his relationships
within the Body of Christ, and his perspective on living as a disciple of Jesus in
community.S09 Fern Cloud's primary source for spiritual truth and guidance is the Holy
Spirit. She said: "I am a pioneer in this journey of going back to our roots and spirituality.
There is only one person who knows that journey and that is God. There is only one
person who can teach and guide me into all truth and that is the Holy Spirit."SIO Mark
MacDonald wrote, "My biggest inspiration has been Scripture itself; trying to figure out
what something means and what does it say about our life experiences."SII
Contemporary Christian Authors
One research participant spoke about the impact of contemporary Christian authors
on his spirituality and theories of mission. Charles Black is a consummate reader and
thinker. He is primarily self-taught and has an extensive knowledge of theology,
philosophy, anthropology, music, political ideologies, world history and historic &
contemporary native cultural issues. Charles offers the following authors, books, and
commentaries: Gene Edwards' book The Tale of Three Kings. This book is the tale of
three kings in the Bible: Saul, David and Absalom. It addresses the brokenness caused by
those in leadership. Also Edwards' book series entitled Chronicles of the Door which
"gave me a wider perspective of biblical history.,,512 Madame Guyon's book Final Steps

Toward Christian Maturity "showed me that there is a difference between belief based
on intellectual agreement as opposed to faith based on total abandonment to the love of
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God."S13 Charismatic author and speaker Fuscia Picket "helped me understand that God is
much bigger than any set of doctrine or theological camp can contain or explain."s14
Charles thinks that "Max Lucado should be an Indian. He's a master of teaching through
narrative in a way which brings Biblical truths to life as no didactic book or sermon
can.,,515 Chuck Swindoll, "although he is a Reformed Evangelical, is the best at
expounding on Scripture in ways that help you see the reality how they apply to life."S16
And finally, Francis Frangipane who is a friend of Charles. "He eloquently expresses the
need for Christ like character as the basis for relationship and unity."S1 7
American cartoonist and creator of Dilbert once said, "You do not have to be a
person of influence to be influential. In fact, the most influential people in my life are not
even aware of the things they have taught me."S18 From native elders, grandparents and
parents to missionaries who served among Indigenous peoples, contemporary native
leaders, theologians, Christian educators and authors - all have impacted the lives of these
research participants. Many who imparted the wisdom of their years, life experience and
education may never know how they have inspired others to continue to seek God's
wisdom and understanding in the continuing saga of preaching the gospel of Jesus Christ
to all the nations. The apostle Paul wrote the church in Colosse:
Whatever you do, work at it with all your heart, as working for the Lord, not for
men, since you know that you will receive an inheritance from the Lord as a
reward. It is the Lord Christ you are serving. S19
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We all labor together for the Lord, each within our own realms of influence. Our
labor is not in vain when it done for the Kingdom of God.
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Chapter 6
Analysis of Data
In the data section I reported the answers that research participants communicated
regarding the four questions posed in the case study. In this chapter, I will analyze the
responses given to those four questions.
I have categorized the research participants into three groups roughly following
Paul Hiebert's categories described in his book Anthropological Reflections on
Missiological Issues. Hiebert postulates that people create groups based on shared

interests or goals in life. There are "fuzzy" groups where people have blurred boundaries
and do not share the same core values. There are groups that band together around a
common set of core values and shared goals; these groups are "centered" on common
values and goals. The third grouping of people are those who are "bound" together by
clearly defined boundaries based on core beliefs and practices. 520
None of the research participants would qualify for Paul Hiebert's "fuzzy"
classification. Every respondent expressed a personal commitment and relationship to
Jesus of Nazareth as Savior and Lord of their lives. This is the one common thread that
binds these participants together. All twenty-seven respondents desire to find a pathway to
healing the deep wounds inflicted by ill-conceived methods of westem Christian
evangelism and discipleship among North American Indians. Each participant expressed a
deep desire to help native people discover the Jesus of Scripture in a meaningful way that

will help transform individuals and communities for the glory of Christ. What separates
these research participants is the methodology of accomplishing that goal.
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I have separated the respondents into the following three groups:
•

Contextualizers who have been on the innovative threshold of the cultural renewal
movement in Indian Country for several decades. They are progressive in their
approach to contextualization of theology, discipleship, and worship. They are willing
to examine new methods of contextualization and attempt to implement new modes
of worship in order to reach native people whose cultural frame of reference needs to
be acknowledged and respected. There are twelve in this category and I refer to them
as Innovative Contextualizers.

•

The second group of contextualizers are more moderate in their approach to Native
American worship and theology. They already use contextualized approaches to
native social ceremonies such as weddings, funerals, naming, blessing and honoring
ceremonies. They also incorporate tribal mythology, legends, and stories in
communicating the gospel in relevant ways to Aboriginal peoples. This group
incorporates Indigenous forms of worship that are not connected to symbols and
rituals used in invoking spirits of animals, deities or ancestors. There are twelve in
this category and I refer to them as Moderate Contextualizers.

•

The third group consists of three respondents who see a conflict in using anything
associated with native traditional religion and incorporating it into Christian worship
[the discovery of their view point occurred during my interviews with these research
participants]. Two are native pastors raised on reservations. The third is a native elder
who professes belief in Jesus of Nazareth, but continues to practice native traditional
religion on his reservation. I call this small cluster the Non-Contextualizers.

Question Number One: What advice would you give Dustin and Julie concerning the use

of native symbols and ceremonies in Christian worship and discipleship?
Point One: Cultural Exegesis
The Innovative Contextualizers suggest that those involved in cross-cultural
ministry need to have a better understanding of their own culture and worldview. They
contend that evangelical Christians have failed in their evangelism attempts among Native
American tribes because of ethnocentrism and cultural myopia. It has been their
unwillingness to consider the role of culture when trying to win D-ative people to Christ
and to disciple them in a culturally significant manner, that has lead to the rejection of
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Christianity among tribal people in North America. There is a need to learn how to do
cultural exegesis of the Western Christian culture and Indigenous cultures of North
American Indians. When cross-cultural ministers understand how this process works
within their own cultural arena, then they will be better equipped to replicate the process
when working in a different cultural arena.
Subpoint 1: Difference in worldview informs cultural exegesis.
One significant aspect of differences in worldviews pertains to a western EuroAmerican tendency to create a dichotomy between the natural and supernatural realm.
Many Aboriginal people do not make that differentiation between these two realms. They
approach life as an integrated whole, where both realms intersect each other on a daily
basis. Because of this difference in worldviews, Euro-American Christians have created a
foreign, hostile, religious environment that does not appeal to native people.
Subpoint 2: Worldview informs individual spirituality.
A native's worldview informs how that individual learns and assimilates spiritual
knowledge into their personal and corporate life. The Euro-American approach to spiritual
learning, through formal education and instruction, has not worked among North
American Indians. Cross-cultural ministers need to understand that native people resist
efforts to indoctrinate them into adopting a set of religious beliefs. Native individuals need
the freedom to evolve and experience spiritual growth at their own pace - allowing them
to develop their own theology about God, creation, and humanity.
Because of the dichotomy in Euro-American Christianity concerning the natural
and supernatural realms, Western Christianity does not appeal to native people who are
seeking to develop their spirituality. This may be one factor that is influencing Innovative
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Contextualizers who were raised in Western Christianity. They may be returning to their
ancestral religious practices seeking a deeper level of spiritual development within
traditional native religious religions.
Western Christian rituals within Protestant circles often lack meaning and spiritual
power to many in Euro-American Christianity. First, because most people in the pews do
not understand the symbolism of their own church traditions. Second, because they do not
look for spiritual power within their ritual practices. This dynamic may have set the stage
for both Innovative and Moderate Contextualizers to seek spiritual power through
traditional native symbols and rituals.
SUbpoint 3: Three of the Innovative Contextualizers believe that a native
individual who has been raised within the western Euro-American culture will have a
difficult time embracing a native worldview. Even though this type of cross-cultural
minister may be of native descent, they do not have a native worldview. If they are unable
to bridge that gap, it would be better to remain in ministry among Euro-American
Christians.
Point Two: Understand the Core Message of the Gospel
Twenty-three of the respondents, Innovative and Moderate Contextualizers,
believe cross-cultural ministers need to understand what the core message is in the gospel
of Jesus Christ.
Subpoint 1: All twenty-three think that European Christianity confused culture
and Christianity, blending the two streams in their practice of faith. Believing that their
European cultures were superior to the less "uncivilized" tribal cultures of the North
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American Indians, the majority of western European missionaries labeled anything native
as heathen, pagan or of the Devil.
European missionaries did not understand the concept of culture in the era of
colonial expansion. They believed that their technological advantage above and beyond
that of tribal peoples was a sign of their own superiority. The same mistake is being made
today in evangelism efforts to bring the "poor heathen" into a more sophisticated lifestyle
based on Western Christian values and ethics. This continues the presupposition that
native cultures are inferior and must be rejected for a more sophisticated form of
Western Christian civilization.
Subpoint 2: Thirteen of the respondents believe that evangelical Christians do not
trust people outside of their cultural environment to incorporate the gospel of Jesus in an
honest, authentic manner which will preserve the core truths of Scripture. These
respondents feel that because of their lack of faith in the core gospel of Jesus and the'ir fear
that native people will create a Christopagan brand of Christianity, evangelical Christians
are unwilling to relinquish control of the gospel and the practice of Christianity and
worship.
These respondents feel that Western Christianity has created an environment
where paternalistic attitudes toward Indigenous people must be maintained in order to
protect the correct interpretation of Scripture and praxis of faith. Euro-American leaders of
mission groups and their workers do not trust Indigenous people with the gospel of Christ.
They have a strong desire to protect the gospel from being defiled by pagan religious
thought and practice. Therefore, anyone who desires to be an active member of the White
established mission organizations, must surrender their own native heritage to the control
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of those who hold the authority, recognition, and the fmancial resources in these
organizations.
Subpoint 3: Ten of these participants think that evangelical Bible schools and
seminaries train native pastors to emulate and reproduce Euro-American Christianity.
Evangelical Christian leaders assume that their experience of Christianity must be the
same for everyone. They believe that native Christians who attend these types of schools
and seminaries are ineffective in cross-cultural evangelism and discipleship. In order to
find acceptance within evangelical Christian circles, native pastors must go-along-to-getalong. When native pastors are finished with their Euro-Christian educations, they return
to their people to present the gospel of Christ with the same methods of evangelism and
discipleship that have failed to work among North American Indians for the past five
hundred years. They have become part of the problem, rather than a solution to reaching
Indigenous people for Christ.
Point Three: Learn to do Biblical Exegesis
Ten Innovative Contextualizers and six Moderate Contextualizers believe crosscultural ministers need to learn how to analyze passages of Scripture within the context of
the Biblical author's culture and historical time frame.
Subpoint 1: If cross-cultural ministers understand how Biblical authors related to
their own cultural and historical circumstances, of how these authors practiced their faith
in the one true, living God - then they could make a concentrated effort to bring the
gospel across various cultural boundaries. They feel that many Christian leaders do not
know how to do Biblical cultural exegesis. They do not have an anthropological or
theological background in how to put Scripture in the context of the Biblical authors. This
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puts them at a disadvantage when interpreting and apply Scripture in the 21 5t century. It
also puts them at a disadvantage when trying to apply Scripture in cross-cultural ministry
situations.
Subpoint 2: These same respondents believe the fear of developing Christopaganism or syncretism has permeated evangelism and discipleship methods among North
American Indians. They believe that colonial era missionaries ' approach to evangelism
and discipleship was fear-based. Because they did not take the time to learn native
languages, cultures and religious systems, these Western missionaries decided that
everything in native culture had its source in pagan practices [as described in the Old
Testament - Canaanite religions]. Therefore, this fear-based approach to native cultures
continues today in some evangelical Christian denominations.
Subpoint 3: These respondents agree that most Euro-Arnerican Christians have an
inaccurate or incomplete understanding of syncretism and need to be educated on that
issue. They do not know the history of how Western Christian worship was developed.
Much of what is accepted in Euro-Arnerican Christian churches today was borrowed from
pagan religious practices in Europe. What developed over the centuries is a European form
of Indigenous Christianity.
Subpoint 4: If cross-cultural ministers had a clearer understanding of syncretism,
then they would be able to embrace the concepts of contextualization. Understanding the
difference between syncretism and Indigenous Christianity is imperative in presenting
Jesus of Nazareth and Biblical truth to 21 5t century Native Americans.
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Point Four: Study Symbolism
Twenty-one of the research participants believe cross-cultural ministers need to
study the symbolism of each particular Native American tribe in order to be a more
effective messenger of Jesus Christ.
Subpoint 1: Every culture has it's own symbols. These symbols carry meaning
that is often unique to that particular culture. Anyone working in cross-cultural ministry
needs to understand that symbols are culture specific. We discover that symbols used in
various Christian traditions carry different meanings between Church traditions. The same
is true when dealing with Indigenous people who may have similar tribal backgrounds.
Their symbols, sacred objects and rituals may appear to be the same. But meaning behind
those symbols may be different. Therefore, it is imperative to ask questions of those
employing symbols between tribal groups or in a Pan Indian event. All of these
participants agree that symbols are culture specific. Attempts to take sacred symbols,
objects and ceremonies and apply them in a different tribal culture can cause confusion
within culture-specific societies.
Subpoint 2: Symbols are not inherently good or evil. They carry meaning to those
who attach meaning to them. Just because a symbol seems strange to someone from a
different culture, the cross-cultural worker should not assume that it has a demonic
meaning. Cross-cultural ministers need to make an effort to sit down and inquire about
symbols and ceremonies that seem strange to them. They need to listen to what those
sacred objects or rituals mean to the individual they are trying to communicate with.
Symbols and rituals have the power to evoke strong emotive responses in people. To
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make a "blanket" rejection of those symbols and rituals creates an environment of hostility
and rejection toward a cross-cultural minister who is trying to win an Indigenous person to
Christ.
Subpoint 3: Twelve Innovative and eight Moderate Contextualizers believe that
most native symbols and rituals can be used in Christian worship and discipleship .
They agree that symbols and rituals are culturally specific and must be used within the
cultural context of each distinct tribal group.
Question Number Two: How would you help resolve this situation at the halfway

house?
Point One: Resolve Your Own Inner Conflicts
Thirteen of the Innovative and four Moderate Contextualizers believe that those
who want to work in Native American ministries need to resolve any inner conflict they
may have concerning traditional native symbols and ceremonies before they attempt any
cross-cultural ministry among native people.
Subpoint 1: Christian ministers of native ancestry, who have encountered a
negative bias against native cultures from within the dominant White church, need to
resolve their inner conflict concerning native cultures. If they do not address their doubt
and concern about native cultural forms, they will be ineffective in cross-cultural ministry
in Indian Country.
Subpoint 2: The best way for native ministers to address Indigenous cultural issues
is to return to their respective tribes in order to learn first-hand from tribal elders what
particular symbols and ceremonies mean within that tribal context. Seeking answers from
textbooks, native authors or cross-cultural missionaries, may not give the one seeking
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understanding of their own cultural heritage the correct interpretation of symbols and
rituals. They need to go to tribal elders within their own ancestral linage, who were raised
in their own tribal traditions for the correct interpretation of symbols and rituals.
Point Two: Assumptions About Devil Worship
Seven of the Innovative Contextualizers believe the fear of demonic spirits
inhabiting native cultural forms, has created an atmosphere of wholesale rejection of
anything Native American. They feel that missionaries and the dominant White church in
America have perpetrated this assumption. Those seeking to work in tribal cultures need
to re-examine these assumptions and work out their theology of God and Satan before
rejecting every native cultural form as demonic.
Point Three: Find a Native American Mentor
Twenty-one of the research respondents believe that cross-cultural ministers need
to have a native mentor who can help them navigate through native cultural issues.
SUbpoint 1: They suggest finding a native mentor who has had to struggle with
these issues and has resolved them theologically and in their practice of Christianity. Or
seek a tribal elder who would be willing to teach and impart wisdom about tribal cultural
Issues.
Subpoint 2: It would be important to follow proper tribal protocol in approaching
and asking for advice of any tribal elder. If a person's efforts to solicit information from
an elder is done in a manner that shows lack of honor and respect for that elder' s tribal
context, the information obtained may be faulty. Therefore, the one seeking guidance from
an elder needs to be well informed about proper protocol within the context of that
particular tribal group.

205

Point Four: Find a Euro-American Cross-Cultural Mentor
Five of the Moderate Contextualizers were open to a Euro-American Christian
minister assuming the role of a mentor, if that individual had experience in working
among North American Indians.
Subpoint 1: A Euro-American or Native American Christian mentor may be able
to help a cross-cultural minister work through issues concerning Christianity and culture.
Hopefully helping the individual seeker discover the role of faith and culture from a
historical and contemporary vantage point.
Subpoint 2: A mentor may be able to help a cross-cultural minister to examine
their call to ministry and address the dynamics of this type of calling for the individual and
their family.
Point Five: Listen and Learn
Ten Innovative Contextualizers and four Moderate Contextualizers feel it is
important to approach cross-cultural issues with an attitude of listening and learning.
Subpoint 1: There are 562 federally recognized native tribes in the United States.
Each tribe has it's own unique language, cultural traditions, and religions. In order to
understand what a tribal symbol or ceremony means to each individual in an environment
where there are multiple tribes represented, a cross-cultural minister must approach each
individual from the position of a learner. It is imperative that they take time to inquire as
to the meaning of each symbol or ceremony being discussed. Even if there are two native
individuals with the same sacred objects, those cultural objects may have different
meanings even within the same tribal culture.
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Subpoint 2: Because people experience an activity from different perspectives, a
cross-cultural minister should be careful not to make assumptions about an individual's
spirituality or understanding of Christian faith.
Subpoint 3: Native people do not respond well to confrontation. In order to resolve
a divisive cultural issue, the mediator must take a non-threatening approach to interaction
with each native individual.
Point Six: Allow Native Christians to Make Own Decisions
Nine of the Innovative Contextualizers believe that only native people should
make decisions concerning their faith and the use of traditional sacred objects and rituals.
Subpoint 1: These respondents believe that native Christians should be entrusted
with the task of developing their own Indigenous form of Christian worship and
discipleship. White leadership could be called in for consultation, but the final decision
concerning the incorporation of traditional native symbols, sacred objects and rituals
should be made within the native Christian community. Because these decisions are to be
made within culture specific tribal communities, their decisions should be respected by
those from differing tribal cultures.
Subpoint 2: Historically, native people made decisions through communal
interaction and discussion. Seeking a democratically achieved decision, they would then
proceed forward with a solution to a problem affecting the whole community. This type of
process can not be hurried. Each voice must be heard and given respectful consideration.
Subpoint 3: Finding common ground in a community that has shared values can
help resolve inter-cultural conflict. This is especially true when working with individuals
who express shared faith in Jesus of Nazareth.

207

Point Seven: Enlist the Help of an Outside Expert
Two Innovative and two of the Moderate Contextualizers feel that when working
with people in a multi-cultural environment, it may be necessary to enlist the help of an
expert in the field of cross-cultural conflict.
Subpoint 1: Because of the Pan-Indian Movement in America, the multi-tribal
nature of many native events has raised issues of proper protocol and respect for differing
tribal traditions and customs. An expert in multi-tribal conflict resolution may be
beneficial in discovering avenues of commonality and new pathways of expression that
allow multiple expressions of faith and practice for Christians from various tribal
backgrounds.
Subpoint 2: Eight Innovative and seven Moderate Contextualizers urge caution
when attempting to create Pan-Indian events. Because native sacred and secular objects
and rituals carry different meanings among various tribal groups, it is important to
recognize those differences in order to not offend native participants who attach negative
meanings to some cultural items and rituals. Organizers need to be respectful of host tribal
leaders. When holding an inter-tribal event where many tribal cultures gather, it is
important to remember the host people and respect their symbols and rituals. Some things
may be acceptable in one tribal group that would be offensive in a different tribal group.
Point Eight: Find A Different Avenue of Ministry
Ten Innovative and two Moderate Contextualizers believe if someone desiring to
work among Native Americans is unwilling to honestly engage in native cultural issues,
without the bias of Western Christianity, then those individuals should remain in their own
Euro-American church communities. Any attempt to continue down the path of
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ethnocentrism and cultural myopia will only do further harm to First Nations people in
North America.
Question Number Three: What Biblical texts or images would you use to help resolve

this issue?
I believe there are three factors which have influenced the respondents answers
relating to Biblical images concerning symbols, sacred objects and rituals.
Factor One: The cultural renaissance that began in the 1960's was an attempt by

Native Americans to rediscover the tribal identities of North American Indians. Part of
that recovery process has been learning tribal languages, rediscovering tribal customs,
values and religious systems. They are looking to the past for answers to their current
societal problems. The above process is called "retraditionalization." In an article entitled
"Retraditionalism and Identity Movements," Dennis F. Kelley wrote:
One key area of this discussion is the effort being made in many contemporary
Indian communities to return to a self-defined set of traditions-collective identity,
worldview, spiritual practices and beliefs, etc.-that range from language revival,
to seasonal ceremonies, to traditional leadership or economic views. 52\
Several of the research participants have been involved in urban and rural
communities where retraditionalization has been occurring for several decades. They have
developed ministries focused on dealing with issues involving poverty, addictions, and
abuse. Dennis Kelley wrote:
Another factor affecting levels of renewal efforts being mounted by particular
communities is their current sociocultural circumstances. For some Indian nations,
extreme poverty and accompanying disease remain at the forefront of communal
concern. While undoubtedly most advocates, both inside and outside Indian
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Dennis F. Kelley "Retraditionalism and Identity Movements." In American Indian Religious Traditions:
An Encyclopedia. Suzanne 1. Crawford and Dennis F. Kelley, eds. (Santa Barbara, CA: ABC-CLIO Inc.,
2009),896.
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Country, would place cultural renewal at the heart of any return to economic and
social normalcy, the reality is that many communities find themselves in a
522
veritable fight for survival that may hinder the process.
I hypothesize that many natives believed that if they could recover those aspects of
their tribal identities that were stolen from them by government agencies and Christian
missionaries, they could heal the ancient wounds of their people and restore their broken
societies. This may be a factor in why so many Innovative and Moderate Contextualizers
are focused on Hebrew tribal religious practices and the ancient traditions of North
American Indians. What some Innovative and Moderate Contextualizers have been
attempting to accomplish in contextualizing native Christian worship, may actually be the
process of retraditionalization.
Factor Two: Both Innovative and Moderate Contextualizers focus heavily on Old

Testament themes relating to the tribal era of the Hebrew people. They draw parallels
between the Hebrew people in the middle east and North American Indians - even if they
occurred in different time periods. These parallels show the similarities of how Creator
worked among tribal people to establish a religious system which focused and honored the
one true, living God.
Factor Three: Jesus of Nazareth was born to settled communities of tribal people

in a time of Israel's history where the Hebrew people were a conquered people under the
rule of the conquering Roman Empire. The appeal of Jesus during this era was his
counter-cultural approach to spirituality [against the established religious leaders during
that day]. Jesus spirituality is what appeals to Native Americans. Native people do not
have a problem with Jesus of Nazareth. They do not like Christians because of what
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Christian missionaries did in the name of Christ. They view Christians as being part of the
conquering empire that destroyed their way of life and their cultures.
Point One: Old Testament Patriarchs and Hebraic Religion
Twenty-four of the research participants see the Old Testament patriarchs, stories,
and the Hebraic religious systems as pathways to reach North American Indians with the
gospel of Jesus Christ. Showing the similarities of the tribal people in the Old Testament
is a way to reintroduce Christianity to native people who are disillusioned with Western
Christianity.
Subpoint 1: The Hebraic religious system with its purification rituals involving
cleansing, incense, prayer and priesthood can find parallels in native purification rituals
like smudging and sweat lodges.
Subpoint 2: The Hebraic rituals with all their symbolic nuances pointed to the
coming of a redeemer/savior. Many native rituals contain the same type of symbolism
which can point a native seeker in the direction of Jesus of Nazareth as the one who
fulfills that prophetic symbolism.
Subpoint 3: The Hebrew priesthood had specially designed clothing to express
their cultural identity as servants of Yahweh. Native people have regalia that expresses
their cultural and individual identity and these can be used in ways that honor Jesus.
SUbpoint 4: The Hebrew patriarchs and prophets were spiritual people who spent
time in isolation seeking a supernatural encounter with Yahweh. Native people have the
same desire to seek this same Creator God in the same manner as the Hebrew people.
Personal Comment: Symbols and rituals are physical [tactile, visual, sensory]

reminders of a greater reality. They help some people connect to their spirituality. When
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we take holy communion we see, hear, and feel the reminders of Jesus sacrifice on the
cross. Those who participate in smudging, sweat lodge ceremonies or vision quests are not
suggesting that they are replacing the cleansing work of Jesus Christ on the Cross of
Calvary. They are participating in these rituals [as we do in holy communion] to help
remember and experience a greater reality in their relationship with Jesus of Nazareth.
Point Two: Hebraic System Fulfilled in Christ
Some Moderate Contextualizers acknowledge the parallels between the Hebrew
people and North American Indians. However, they believe that all of the Hebrew
symbols and rituals are fulfilled in Jesus Christ. Therefore, there is no need to incorporate
those symbols and ceremonies in the practice of our Christian faith. Their relationship
with Jesus is sufficient for faith and Biblical knowledge is adequate for Christian
discipleship.
Point Three: General Revelation and Origin of Culture
All of the research participants believe the Creator of the heavens and earth has
revealed himself through the general revelation of creation. How that revelation has been
received and then translated into human cultures is in dispute. Twenty-four of the
respondents addressed the issue of the origin and condition of human cultures.
Subpoint 1: Six Moderate and eight Innovative Contextualizers cited the faith of
the Old Testament patriarchs as an example ofYahweh>s revelation to specific
individuals. The patriarchs used sacred objects from pagan religions to worship Yahweh.
The offerings brought and placed on altars that had previously been used in pagan religion
were deemed acceptable by Yahweh. The pagan king Melchizedek was an example of one
who knew and worshiped the one true, living God. The inference is that Yahweh had other
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worshipers and servants outside the realm of the ancient Hebrew people. There are
numerous examples in the Old Testament of non-Hebrew people who sought to know
Yahweh while still living among polytheistic people. This would indicate that Yahweh
revealed himself to North American Indians. Therefore, their sacred beliefs and religious
systems were created out of a belief in a Creator God. Their attempts to worship Creator
were birthed in a spiritual atmosphere of wanting to know this God and live a life pleasing
to their Creator.
Subpoint 2: Fourteen of these research participants believe the mythology and
legends Native Americans use point to prophetic predictions their ancestors made
concerning the coming of a redeemer. They believe the general revelation of Creator
helped prepare Indigenous Peoples for the coming of a savior. The coming of Jesus of
Nazareth is the fulfillment of tribal prophecies and the revelation of the fullness of Creator
God.
Personal Comment: These research participants are not saying that everything in

their tribal cultures was God given or ordained. They are saying that the Creator of the
universe revealed himself to people outside of the Israelites and that some tribal
mythology and religious traditions were prophetic preparations for the coming of Jesus to
their people. This would prepare the way for the belief that Creator gave other tribal
people their religious systems.
Subpoint 3: Ten of the Moderate Contextualizers acknowledge that at the
beginning of creation, everything Yahweh made was pronounced good. It was rebellious
humanity that corrupted the perfection and beauty of that creation. These ten participants
point to the origin of one human culture birthed in the Garden of Eden and building a

213

human civilization on the plains of Shinar. This one human culture was filled with selfpride and exaltation. From this one sin-stained culture, all other human cultures followed
the pattern of self-aggrandizement. They believe that all human cultures are sin-stained
and have given birth to false religious systems based on human invention or in
conjunction with the enemy of God - Satan. That is why Yahweh instructed the newly
birthed nation of Israel to clear the promised land of pagan worshippers. The Israelites
were not to incorporate any sacred objects or ceremonies from their pagan neighbors into
the worship of Yahweh.
These participants believe that Yahweh gave only one people's group their human
culture - the descendants of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. Even the Hebrew people failed to
embrace the full revelation of Yahweh and corrupted the revealed will of God for that
particular people's group.
The position of these ten participants is that God calls us, as he did the Israelites, to
leave the false religious systems of this fallen world and not attempt to bring sacred
objects and ceremonies associated with these false religions into Christian worship.
Personal Comment: These research participants build a strong Scriptural case

against the use of pagan sacred symbols and ceremonies in Christian worship. Citing both
Old and New Testament passages, they believe that God has forbidden the borrowing or
blending of pagan religious practices with the worship of the one true, living God. They
believe the blending of different religious practices confuses traditional native people and
will lead to syncretism where the gospel of Jesus Christ will be lost and Christo-paganism
will be developed.
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Subpoint 4: None of these twenty-four research participants (Moderate and
Innovative) would advocate an uncritical approach to human cultures. They agree that
human cultures need to be examined in the light of Scriptural revelation. The process of
cultural exegesis [filtering all cultural practices - not only native, but also Western
Christianity - through Scripture] can help determine which cultural practices can be
retained and utilized in Christian worship and which ones are antithetical to Christian
practice and must be abandoned.
Point Four: Traditional Native Religious Practices
Twenty-four of the respondents have different definitions of traditional native
religious practices.
Subpoint 1: Five Moderate and two N on-Contextualizers, believe that some
traditional native rituals entail the worship of animal spirits or demonic spirits. They
believe traditional native sacred objects used in conjuring ceremonies are used to call upon
these "spirits" in order to obtain spiritual power. They believe that "spirits" are attracted to
sacred objects or rituals which are used in traditional native conjuring rituals. These sacred
objects can not be brought into Christian homes or churches because "spirits" that are
attached to these sacred objects or rituals will follow the object or ritual into a Christian
environment causing conflict and havoc among the followers of Jesus.
Subpoint 2: Five Moderate and ten Innovative Contextualizers describe traditional
native religion as acknowledging the sacred spirit of Creator in the created order. They
believe that all creatures have living souls. Because all living things are part of the created
order, the Spirit of the Living Creator inhabits all of creation. They do acknowledge the
potential for demonic activity in some traditional native religions.
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Personal Comment: I postulate that this discrepancy in defmitions concerning

traditional native religions may be based on second-hand knowledge given through
outside sources - possibly Western Christian missionaries, tribal medicine men,
evangelical or liberal theologians, or personal relationships. It is also possible their
viewpoint is based on personal experience with native sacred symbols, objects or rituals.
Point Five: Conjuring Rituals
Twelve Moderate, ten Innovative and two Non-Contextualizers believe Christians
should not borrow sacred objects and rituals used in native conjuring ceremonies. If
conjuring rituals are used to summon "spirits" in order to harness spiritual power to obtain
answers to prayer, then a Christian should not participate in these types of rituals.
Subpoint 1: Because of the potential for demonic activity and meanings attached to
these rituals, the above research participants feel it would ill-advised to use these types of
symbols and ceremonies in Christian worship.
Subpoint 2: The meanings attached to these traditional native objects and rituals
are difficult to redefine among new Christians exiting traditional native religious systems.
These contextualizers believe trying to reassign new meanings to previous cultural objects
and rituals used in conjuring rituals may cause a new believer in Jesus Christ to stumble in
their journey to become followers of Christ.
Subpoint 3: One Innovative Contextualizer saw the benefit of creating a functional
substitute for a conjuring ceremony. It would involve some of the same sacred objects and
aspects of a conjuring ritual- but with the focus placed on Jesus and the Holy Spirit.
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Subpoint 4: One Innovative Contextualizer sees the benefit of participating in all
ceremonies for the benefit of creating relationships and identifying with tribal people
(along the same lines as incarnational approach to ministry).
Personal Comment: The majority of the research participants agree that conjuring

ceremonies can not be used in Christian praxis. Their reasons may differ, but their goal is
the same: to not cause harm to other believers - to not cause a weaker brother or sister in
Christ to stumble in their faith walk with Jesus. The two Innovative Contextualizers who
take a different position concerning conjuring rituals are looking to utilize all aspects of
native spirituality in ways that will connect with native individuals who are seeking Jesus
on a different pathway. This takes a level of understanding, patience, tolerance, and
discernment that only Jesus can direct a person to take.
Point Six: Incarnational Ministry of Jesus and Paul
Both Innovative and Moderate Contextualizers would like native leaders to reexamine the incarnational ministry of Jesus and the apostle Paul to discover how Jesus of
Nazareth and Saul of Tarsus used the process of contextualization in their encounters with
people from different cultures [Samaritans, Greeks, Romans etc.]. Learning how Jesus and
the apostle Paul contextualized will help native Christian leaders understand how to
present the gospel of Jesus and Biblical truth across cultural boundaries.
Personal Comment: I believe the reason these contextualizers are asking for a re-

examination of Jesus and Paul's methodology, is to help those who are critical of some
recent attempts at contextualization, to come to a better understanding of how New
Testament Christianity encountered and engaged others from different cultural
worldviews, religious practices and cultural traditions. It might help alleviate some
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confusion between Innovative and Moderate Contextualizers and bring them to an
agreement on how to move forward in the contextualization of the gospel, worship and
discipleship for North American Indians.
Point Seven: Council of Jerusalem
Five of the research participants believe the Council of Jerusalem (70 AD) settled
the issue of how Gentile Christians, who were coming out of pagan religious systems,
were to worship Jesus.
Subpoint 1: The early church recognized the difference between faith in Jesus of
Nazareth and cultural expression of that faith within a different cultural context. The
apostles did not ask Gentile Christians to follow Jewish religious or cultural practices in
order to be followers of the Messiah. They allowed Gentile converts to determine their
own cultural expression of faith in Christ.
SUbpoint 2: Because European missionaries confused their culture with
Christianity, these contextualizers would ask the 21 sl century Church to return to the
advice and wisdom of the Jerusalem Council and the first century church. They are asking
Western Christians to follow the example set by the Jerusalem Council and allow native
believers in Christ to form their own cultural expression of faith in Jesus today.
Question Number Four: What Christian writers or speakers most influence your frame of

reference?
The Educational Factor of the Research Participants
The educational level of the research participants has influenced their approach to
contextualization and Native American Christian worship and discipleship. The following
chart shows their theological position and educational level.
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Moderate
Contextualizers

N on-Contextualizers

2

2

5

4

1

Graduate

1

4

PostGraduate

6

2

Educational
Level
High
School
College

Innovative
Contextualizers

Point One: There are four individuals with high school educations. Two were raised on
their reservations and do not embrace the concepts of contextualization. The two Moderate
Contextualizers, with high school educations, are more reluctant to explore new avenues
of contextualization in their ministry environments.
Point Two: As the education level rises - from college to graduate to post-graduate - the
greater openness to new ideas concerning contextualization emerge.
Subpoint 1: The Innovative Contextualizers have more post-graduate educations.
Because of greater knowledge in the area of contextualization, especially in the area of
theology and exposure to various theological Christian traditions, these individuals are
more open to new ways of thinking about theology and it's application in cross-cultural
environments.
Subpoint 2: The two Moderate Contextualizers with post-graduate educations
follow the pattern of learning as Innovative Contextualizers. However, they are more
cautious in their applications of knowledge and practice in Christian faith and discipleship.
Personal Comment: I have not been able to discover the theological orientation of

all the institutions of higher learning - in regards to where the research participants
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attended college, seminary, or graduate school. This is an area for further research
discovery for me.
In the area of personal influence, there are a wide variety of people who have
impacted the way these research participants have evolved into their theological stance
and application of faith in cross-cultural ministry.
The following chart shows the educational level of the research participants and
then places them in categories ofindividuals/groups (tribal elders, pastors, teachers,
contextualizers, missionaries, theologians, Bible or Christian authors) that have influenced
their experience and praxis of Christian faith.
HS = High School
C = College
G = Graduate School
PG = Post Graduate School

Innovative
Contextualizers

Tribal
Elders
Pastors
Teachers
5 G

Moderate
Contextualizers

4- G

NonContextualizers

1 - HS

Native
Contextualizers

2- C
I-G
3 - PG
1- G
1-C
I-HS

Missionaries Theologians Bible Christian
Authors

I-G
2-PG
I-C
1- G
1 PG

I-HS
1-C

I-C
I-G
5-PG
2-C
2-G

1-C

1-C

1-C
1 PG

2-HS

Point One: Tribal Elders, Pastors, and Teachers
The Innovative and Moderate Contextualizers who referenced tribal elders, pastors
and teachers all have graduate level educations. This indicates that higher learning and the
wisdom of tribal elders can co-exist in the journey of Christian faith and practice.
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Subpoint 1: Only one Non-Contextualizer, with a high school education, indicated
the influence of a tribal elder. This individual was raised on a reservation within
traditional native religion. This indicates that native Christians, can be followers of Christ
and still seek the wisdom of tribal elders and teachers in their faith journey.
Point Two: Contemporary Native Contextualizers
There are five Innovative and four Moderate Contextualizers who have been
influenced by contemporary native contextualizers. Their educational levels vary.
Subpoint 1: This indicates that native contextualizers are able to communicate their
message effectively across various knowledge levels among their listeners.
Subpoint 2: It also shows the growing impact of these native contextualizers and
their future role in developing relevant theologies for native Christians and effective
discipleship methods within various tribal cultures.
Point Three: Missionaries
Eight individuals indicated that missionaries who worked among tribal people
around the world have had an impact on the way their approach ministry. Their
educational level covers high school to post-graduate educations.
Subpoint 1: These participants were impressed by the successful introduction of
the gospel cross-culturally and its incorporation within specific tribal cultures.
Subpoint 2: The cross-cultural missionaries, who successfully helped create a
relevant form of Christianity among tribal people, offers hope to native contextualizers
who are trying to discover new ways to introduce Christianity among North American
Indians.
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Subpoint 3: There are two Non-Contextualizers who referenced missionaries who
have worked cross-culturally. These were Euro-American missionaries who introduced
these individuals to Christ. One missionary worked with a denominational group on a
reservation. The other missionary was not attached to a denomination and worked outside
the realm of the institutionalized Church.
Point Four: Theologians
Eleven participants referenced various theologians from a wide-range of
theological perspectives.
Subpoint 1: Five Innovative Contextualizers, who have post-graduate level
educations, referenced not only Orthodox theologians, but modem and post-modem
theologians involved in areas of contextualization. Two of the Innovative Contextualizers
have college and/or graduate level education in the area of contextualization of theology
and Christian practice. This indicates that the higher the level of education and exposure to
new concepts of theology, the more open this group is to experimenting with avenues of
expression in their faith walk with Jesus.
Subpoint 2: Four Moderate Contextualizers referenced evangelical theologians.
Their educational level did not affect their theological worldview. Although open to new
thought and dialogue on theological issues, these individuals remain fIrmly committed to
more orthodox theology and praxis.
Point Five: Bible and Holy Spirit
Although twenty-seven research participants believe the Bible is a Holy Spirit
inspired source for their Christian theology and practice, I was surprised at the number of
individuals (fIve) who referenced the Bible as their primary source. It may have been a
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"given" in the participant's responses, because they all used Scripture to build a biblical
case for their theological perspectives on contextualization.
Subpoint 1: Two Non-Contextualizers said the Bible was the primary source for
their faith walk with Jesus. They both were introduced to the gospel by Euro-American
missionaries with evangelical theological perspectives and practice. They both have high
school educations and minister among their own people on different reservations.
One Innovative Contextualizer with a college education referenced the Bible's influence
on his practice of Christianity.
Subpoint 2: Only two Moderate Contextualizers, one with a college education and
the other with a doctoral degree, indicated that the Bible was a continuous source of
inspiration and authority in how they theologize and practice their faith in Christ.
Personal Comment: There are a wide variety of people who have influenced both

the Innovative and Moderate Contextualizers. Native tribal elders, teachers, pastors,
contextualizers have played a large role in forming these research participants approach to
contextualization. If the native leaders were more traditional, the greater their influence on
the Innovative Contextualizers. If the native leaders were more evangelical, the greater
their influence on the Moderate Contextualizers. Missionaries who applied contextualized
methods among other Indigenous peoples groups helped form the approach of both
Innovative and Moderate Contextualizers. Missionaries who worked within the Western
Christian paradigm of evangelism and discipleship influenced the native pastors on
reservations who are not interested in the contextualization movement. Evangelical
theologians had the greatest impact on Moderate Contextualizers. Evangelical and post-
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modem theologians in post-graduate level institutions have had an impact on how
Innovative Contextualizers approach new methodologies of contextualization.
External and Internal Factors in Theological Formation
In Stephen Bevans book Models of Contextual Theology he postulates that various
life factors influence the way individuals carry out contextualization of the gospel.
External factors are events that impact a people's group in either a negative or positive
way. Internal factors involve culture, worldview, the nature of divine revelation, and the
methodology used to introduce the gospel across cultural divides. 523
Following are external and internal factors which have impacted the theological
positions of the Innovative, Moderate and Non-Contextualizers approach to ministry.
The manner in which Western missionaries introduced Christianity to North
American Indians has had a profound impact on the desire of Innovative and Moderate
Contextualizers to discover new methodologies of evangelism and discipleship for First
Nations people. This external factor is a major propellant in their efforts to reintroduce
Jesus of Nazareth in culturally relevant ways.
The manner in which Jesus was introduced to these research participants within
their particular cultural heritage has helped form their theological positions and methods
of evangelism and discipleship. The following factors show part of this dynamic.

Factor A = Raised on a Reservation
Factor B = Raised in Traditional Native Religion
Factor C = Raised off the Reservation
Factor D = Raised in a Christian Home
Factor E = Second or (more) generation Christian
Factor F = Raised in a home of native Christian minister

523

Stephen Bevans. Models of Contextual Theology, (Orbis Books, Maryknoll, NY, 2005),3-15.

224

Point One: Raised on a ReservationlReserve
Fifteen of the research participants were raised on a reserve (Canada) or
reservation (United States)
Subpoint 1: Twelve of the participants were raised in native traditional religions.
• Four of them are Moderate Contextualizers
• Three are non-contextualizers. Two have rejected native traditional
religion. They believe that native followers of Jesus must choose between
two opposing spiritual pathways. One continues to practice his traditional
religion as a follower of Jesus of Nazareth.
• Five are Innovative Contextualizers
Personal Comment: Being raised on a reservation does not seem to be a factor on

how the Innovative or Moderate Contextualizers approach the issue of incorporation of
traditional native religious symbols, sacred objects, or rituals in Christian worship.
However, it does seem to have an impact on native pastors who have rejected traditional
native religion.
Subpoint 2: Three who were raised on a reservation in the United States were raised

in Christian homes.
•

All three are second, third or fourth generation Christians

•

All three were raised in families where their parents were in ministry.

•

All three are Moderate Contextualizers

Personal Comment: Moderate Contextualizers who are at least second generation

Christians and raised in families that maintain a evangelical theological approach to
theology and faith practice appear to have had a substantial impact on these native leaders
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approach to contextualization. Because they come from an evangelical tradition that is at
least second or third generation - their evangelical Christian tradition and heritage may
have been heavily influenced by Euro-American missionaries, teachers and pastors.
Point Two: Raised off the Reservation/Reserve
Thirteen of the research participants were raised off the reserve or reservation.
Subpoint 1: All thirteen were raised in Christian homes.
•

Five are Moderate Contextualizers who are second, third or fourth
generation Christians.

•

Eight are Innovative Contextualizers
• Six are second, third or forth generation Christians
• Two are first generation Christians

Personal Comment: Being raised off a reservation, away from traditional culture

and religion, has not had much of an impact on the five Moderate and six Innovative
Contextualizers who are second, third, or forth generation Christians. Their Christian
heritage away from traditional native cultures appears to have had a minimal influence on
their approach to contextualization. I would postulate that the Moderate Contextualizers
were satisfied with their Christian traditions and are able to integrate their native heritage
in a more evangelical approach to contextualization. I postulate that the Innovative
Contextualizers may have been dissatisfied with their Christian traditions and are looking
for a more authentic native spirituality [from a Christian perspective] from within their
tribal cultures.
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Point Three: Raised both onloffthe ReservationlReserve
Two research participants were raised both on and off reservations. Only one had
the benefits of both native traditional and Christian religious instruction. Both are
Innovative Contextualizers who are attempting to build a bridge between their Christian
and native traditions.
Point Four: Raised in a Christian Home
The majority of Innovative Contextualizers (eight) were raised off the reservation
in Christian homes. Six of them are second generation (or more) Christians. In this
category, they are highly educated individuals who are returning to their ancestral roots
and exploring their native traditions, religions, and heritage.
It is clear the family of origin plays a part in how these contextualizers approach

their theological and ministry orientation. The place of their childhood, on or off a
reserve or reservation does not appear to be a factor in their approach to ministry. The
childhood religious orientation does playa substantial role in how they approach the task
of contextualization. If they were satisfied with their native Christian heritage they tend to
be more evangelical in their approach to contextualization. If they were not satisfied with
their Christian discipleship and tradition, they tend to be more Innovative in their
approach to contextualization.
Participants Approach to Contextualization
In the process of learning and examining the avenues of contextualization that are
being implemented by both Moderate and Innovative Contextualizers, I discovered that
the process of contextualization is happening on a Pan-Indian level (universal concepts)
and on local levels (particular concepts).
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Point One: Louis Luzbetak
Louis Luzbetak believes affirming the mission of "the Church is essentially a
spiritual activity - the work of the Holy Spirit. Effectiveness and true success in mission
cannot be measured except in terms of the supernatural.,,524 Those called to the mission
field must have "a deep living faith, a selfless dedication to the needs of others, and a
humble, obedient, and trustful sense of personal mission.,,525 Luzbetak believes that
contextualization (inculturation or incarnational) models of mission are the future of
global evangelism and discipleship. Taking a positive approach to culture through applied
anthropology is forerunner of twenty-first century missiology.
Over the past nine years, as I have conversed with the twelve Moderate and twelve
Innovative Contextualizers, I feel their abiding devotion to native people and desire to
introduce Jesus in culturally relevant ways would land them firmly in Luzbetak)s camp.
Luzbetak incorporates the supernatural work of the Holy Spirit. Contextualization is more
than methodology. It is more than symbols, sacred objects, and rituals. Contextualization
is the process by which individuals and communities embrace the supracultural gospel of
Jesus into their lives. This is done through the power of the Holy Spirit.
The Innovative and Moderate Contextualizers are searching for ways to tailor the
Good News to the context of local cultures. Luzbetak utilizes the approach of both
incarnational ministry and contextualization. We discover the unveiling of this dynamic
in research participants responses on how to resolve the problem at the halfway house.

Louis Luzbetak. The Church and Cultures: New Perspectives in Missiological Anthropology (Orbis
Books, Maryknoll, NY, 1988), 1.
525 Ibid. 3.
524

228

It crops up over and over again in the Biblical themes section. Luzbetak approach to

contextualization is built on three levels of culture: symbols, their function in society and
relationship, and how they influence the basic assumptions and values of individuals and
cultures. Jesus of Nazareth's ministry was not only incarnational, but was also tailor-made
for Jewish culture in a time of Roman conquest and occupation. Luzbetaks approach to
contextualization is evidenced in both the Innovative and Moderate Contextualizers
theology and approach to contemporary contextualization.
Most individuals, however, are a combination of theological perspectives - never
fully embracing all aspects of a Moderate or Innovative approach to religion, politics, or
mission ideologies. These evangelical native Christian leaders can not be defined by only
one approach to contextualization - most are a combination of perspectives. The following
analysis flows out of my conversations with twenty-four of the contextualizers.
Point Two: Stephen Bevans
Subpoint 1: Twelve Moderate Contextualizers would embrace Stephen Bevans'
Translation Model. The translation model is concerned with translating the meaning of
doctrines into another cultural context - and that translation might make those doctrines
look and sound quite different from their original formulations. Nevertheless, the
translation model insists that there is something that must be put into other terms. There is
always something from the outside that must be made to fit inside; there is always
something given that must be received.
~ For these Moderate Contextualizers this would apply in the area of various

ways of introducing the gospel in culturally relevant methods, such as
storytelling, talking circles etc.
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~

They would also research value based cultural concepts in order to draw
parallels between Biblical truths and specific native traditional values.

~

These Moderates would also employ new methods of discipleship in
methods of learning, social structure, church organizations, and acceptable
forms of worship based on specific tribal cultures.

Subpoint 2: The twelve Innovative Contextualizers might fall in Stephen Bevans'
anthropological model of contextualization. This model of contextual theology focuses on
the establishment or preservation of cultural identity by a person of Christian faith.
~

The Innovative Contextualizers would encourage new native converts to
embrace their cultural heritage and identity.

~

They would help individuals within specific tribal cultures to identity the
revelation of Creator among their people's group .

. ~ The Innovative Contextualizers would encourage new converts to
Christianity to embrace Jesus as Creator God and help new Christians to
practice their faith within their own cultural identity.
Subpoint 3: Stephen Bevans' Synthetic Model would be a good fit for most of the
Innovative and Moderate Contextualizers who take a more moderate approach to
contextualization. This model attempts to preserve the importance of the gospel message
of Jesus Christ and the heritage of traditional theological formulas. It acknowledges the
role that culture plays and can play in developing relevant theology for various cultural
settings. This would, in tum, inform the manner in which worship would be carried out
within culture specific situations.
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Subpoint 4: Stephen Bevans' transcendental model would work well with
Innovative Contextualizers who want to work with traditional native people. This model's
strength is that it does not rest on a set of doctrinal·formulations that make no sense to an
individual. It is not based on understanding seeking faith, but rather, faith seeking
understanding. The transcendental model acknowledges the historical and cultural context
in which a person seeks to theologize. Traditional native people do not respond well to
Christian indoctrination through the study of theology and Church history. They are
people who are seeking understanding of the world they live in. This requires a different
approach to telling the story of Jesus [outside the tried methodologies of evangelical
Christians]. The Innovative Contextualizers with graduate and post-graduate degrees have
studied these kinds of methodologies and have the skills to apply this type of model.
Point Three: Robert Schreiter
Robert Schreiter utilizes translation models which try to "free the Christian message
from its previous cultural accretions and then translate the gospel into a new situation.
Schreiter's second approach to contextualization employs adaptation models which seek a
more fundamental encounter between Christianity and culture. His models take the
worldview and philosophical framework of the culture seriously and find ways to
introduce Christianity in culturally relevant methods.
Subpoint 1: The twelve Innovative and twelve Moderate Contextualizers would
agree with Robert Schreiter's model of adaptation, especially in regard to native
worldviews and the philosophical framework of cultures.
Subpoint 2: They would agree that European missionaries confused the gospel of
Jesus with European culture. This has left a lingering legacy where Christianity is
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considered the "White man 's religion." All of the contextualizers are seeking a more
effective means to re-introduce Jesus as Creator God who came to all the peoples of the
earth. This requires serious examination of Westem Christianity, it's approach to
evangelism and discipleship. Then discovering ways to make Jesus of Nazareth relevant to
North American Indians.
Subpoint 3: Schreiter utilizes two approaches to contextualization. Both Moderate
and Innovative Contextualizers are currently examining the issues surrounding cultural
identity within the specific context of each tribal group. Both groups are already utilizing
Schreiter's second approach to contextualization - examining ways to address social ills
like alcoholism, domestic violence, poverty and marginalization. Schreiter's approach is
incamational and contextual [like Luzbetak]. It seeks to meet people where they are,
discovering ways to introduce Jesus in a culturally relevant way, modeling Christ's love
and transforming power to help heal individual and societal problems.
Point Four: Charles Kraft
Subpoint 1: Looking at Charles Kraft's God-in-Culture paradigm, these
evangelicals affirm that culture contains both positive and negative aspects. It is the
church ' s responsibility t~ influence culture toward constructive transformation. The
redeemed person walks a fme line between righteousness and corruption.
~

All of the Moderate and Innovative Contextualizers affirm the traditional
values of native cultures which encourage respect for all life, the elderly,
family orientation that includes "all my relatives," care for mother earth,
communal decision making that includes the wellbeing of the entire group
etc.
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~

There are traditional native ceremonies that are beautiful- such as
blessing, honoring, rites of passage, weddings and funerals - which can be
embraced and used in a Christian context.

~

There are aspects of contemporary native culture that can not be embraced
- such as domestic violence, sexual abuse, gang violence, suicide,
substance addiction etc.

~

There are some ceremonies that can never be contextualized and used in
Christian worship and discipleship. These are conjuring ceremonies where
animistic or demonic spirits are called upon to impart spiritual power. [two
of the Innovative Contextualizers would not fit in this category].

Subpoint 2: Charles Kraft's category of God-in-Culture would apply in the subcategory where God is contained within or endorsing one particular culture.
~

Some of the Innovative Contextualizers would embrace the idea that
Creator gave Indigenous people their cultures. Just as Yahweh gave the
Hebrew people their culture, the Creator revealed himself through creation
and helped Indigenous groups create ceremonies that would point them
back to Creator God.

~

Just as the Hebrew people rebelled against Yahweh, Indigenous people
have corrupted some of their ancient ways. Some aspects of their fallen
cultures can be redeemed through God's mercy, grace, and power. The
Creator' s desire is to redeem fallen cultures and use them for His glory.
This would include some symbols and rituals for use in Christian worship
and discipleship.
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~

Ten of the Innovative Contextualizers indicated that it would be unwise
to try and redeem conjuring ceremonies.

Subpoint 3: Two of the Non-Contextualizers who were raised on reservations in
South Dakota are first generation converts to Christianity. They retain most of their
traditional culture in areas of language, food, family, and values. However, they have
completely rejected everything in traditional native religion and fully embraced the
symbols and rituals of Euro-American Christianity. They would fall into Charles Kraft's
category of God-Against-Culture in viewing native religion as part of a fallen, evil world.
They believe the only way to live a holy life unto God is to reject everything from their
former native traditional religion.

Others Who Have Written on this Subject
In the course of this ten-year research project, I have discovered seven individuals

who have written on varying aspects of my dissertation.
Rev. Dr. 1. L. Corky Alexander Jr.
There are three individuals who have completed post-graduate level research in
recent years in areas pertaining to native Christian worship. Rev. Dr. J. L. Corky
Alexander Jr. wrote a dissertation entitled: "Inter-Tribal Pentecost: Praxis Transformation
in Native American Worship."s26 This dissertation considers the rnissiological
implications of traditional Native American practices in Pentecostal worship and church
life. He examines the significance of traditional Native American practices in Pentecostal
worship, and how members of the Native American Contextual Movement integrate these
practices. He focused on six traditional practices that are being contextualized in native

526

Corky Alexander. Dissertation at Fuller Theological Seminary, 2010.

234

Pentecostal churches today: language, smudging, drums and rattles, dance, talking circles,
and ceremony. Dr. Alexander concluded that ''Native American Pentecostal
contextualization aids natives in appreciating the relationship between ceremonial activity
and the true worship of God. He describes the trajectory of Pentecostal theology, and its
relevance in this area. His recommendations call for two important changes:

(l) transformed praxis and (2) transformed structures so that Native American Pentecostal
leaders are empowered to develop effective contextualization practices in the churches."s27
Rev. Dr. Cheryl Bear-Bametson
The second dissertation was written by Rev. Dr. Cheryl Bear-Bametson. It was
entitled "Introduction to First Nations Ministry: Everything One Wants to Know About
Indigenous Ministry in Canada and the United States But Is Afraid They Are Too White
To Ask."s28 Her dissertation was created as a basic introduction and workbook for anyone
interested in ministry to North American Indians. Her goal was to help "facilitate and
encourage proper missiological practices that will result in effective First Nations ministry
within the Foursquare Church."s29 The project deals with the concept of First Nations
ministry from the foundations of Indigenous worldview and values. It describes various
practices, traditional gatherings, ceremonies, and answers questions relating to the
spiritual aspects."S30 Dr. Bametson supports the inclusion of traditional native symbols,
sacred objects, and ceremonies in Christian worship.

527

Ibid.

528
529
530

Ibid.

Cheryl Bear-Barnetson, Dissertation for Kings Seminary, 2009.
Cheryl Bear-Barneston.
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Rev. Dr. Eric Bates
Rev. Eric Bates wrote a thesis entitled ''Native American Identity, Christianity, and
Critical Contextualization.,,531 The focus group for his research were evangelical native
Christians. He examined "contextualized ministry via a native Christian conference which
allows Christian Indians to express their Indianness by wearing native regalia, using
Indigenous instruments, and employing other forms of native expression.,,532 Rev. Bates
concluded:
It is my position that many elements of contextualized ministry such as native
regalia, drums, songs, language, and so on form "boundaries" that can be
examined and analyzed within the framework of ethnic identity. I have argued that
Native Americans can express their native identity and be Christians at the same
time, and the practice of critical contextualization actually facilitates and maintains
their ethnic identity. Historically, "The Evangelical Church has not only failed to
offer authentic gospel to America' s host people but it has made Jesus Christ an
enemy to those who revere and worship His Father" (Woodley and Woodley
2004: 18). The most important aspect of critical contextualization is that it reveals
truths and spiritual insights in the Christian scriptures that allow natives to be and
to culturally express who they were born to be. 533

The two dissertations and one thesis support the use of traditional native symbols,
sacred objects, and rituals in Christian worship.
I encountered three native ministries that have addressed the issue of
contextualization of traditional native religious symbols and rituals for Christian worship.
CHIEF
In 1999 CHIEF Ministries created a statement to address the issue of the cultural
renaissance occurring in Indian Country in North America. They issued their corporate
agreement on how to approach the issues of native and Christian religions. The statement

53 1 Eric Bates.
532 Ibid.
533

Thesis for Masters degree at Northern Kentucky University, 2006

Ibid.

534 CHIEF Ministries, 1999.
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is entitled "A Biblical Position by Native Leaders on Native Spirituality."s34 The
following statements are those that pertain to the current controversy:
One of the most critical issues facing the native Christian Church today is the
effort to revive, adapt, and utilize native cultural forms of worship in the church.
1. We believe our salvation is the finished work of Christ and that we cannot add
anything to that work to improve our relationship with God. As believers, we
should not, therefore, use or attach any spiritual value to items regarded as
sacred such as tobacco, cedar smoke, sweet grass, peyote, prayer feathers,
fetishes, masks, drums, dances, etc.; to places regarded as sacred such as
mother earth, kivas, mountains, sweat lodge, long house religion, or other
traditional religious places of worship, etc.; or to spirit beings such as
kachinas, skin walkers, animal and nature spirits, etc.
2. We believe that Christ has always been and always will be the one and only
mediator between God and man. Man is totally helpless to reach God through
any traditional spiritual efforts such as native ceremonies, rituals, and forms
of worship.
3. We believe we are redeemed and purified only through the blood of Christ for
forgiveness of sins and eternal salvation; therefore, we should not teach that a
native can be purified by any other means (smoke, sweats, smudging, other
blood sacrifices, etc.). To do so is to substitute or add native rituals and
ceremonies to the finished work of Christ.
4. We believe that Christ has set us free and that the liberty we have in Christ
should not be used as a license to introduce anything from the native
traditional ways that would hinder our lives in Christ, that would offend any
of our fellow believers, or that would hinder our witness to unbelievers.
5. We believe that Christ reigns supreme above all cultures. When Christ
redeems and transforms us through faith and obedience to His Word, then
Christ will transform our culture through us.
6. At the same time, we affirm that there are many good traditions within our
native cultures, which enhance both the lives of both Christians and nonChristians. Such traditions include: respect for elders, love for children,
sharing with others, entertaining strangers, considering others before oneself,
honoring the accomplishments of others, etc. These are all outstanding
examples of the scriptural "law of love" and are to be encouraged. 535
Christian & Missionary Alliance

In 2000, The Christian & Missionary Alliance produced a statement on native

535

This is only a partial list of CHIEF's statement of declaration, the above list states concisely what their
position is on the current issues of contextualization of Native Christian worship.
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Christian doctrines and practice of faith entitled "Boundary Lines." It is a twenty-seven
page document and can not be included in it's entirety at this time. I have selected portions
of this document to give the reader relevant information regarding contextualization of
native Christian worship:
Therefore, Christian worship is distinctly new and from God, and is not dependent
on anyone's culture. Though there are different styles of worship among different
people, all worship must conform to the biblical conditions and parameters for
worship. They are the same for all people who come to Christ.
God's church here on earth must not be shaped by the culture and the ever
changing social milieu which surrounds it. The church is the public manifestation
of the saving grace of our Lord Jesus Christ. As such, the church's head, its
doctrine, officers, worship, ordinances and message have already been prescribed
by Scripture. When the church is truly abiding by the Scriptures, the church will
be the instrument of God to positively change, shape, and influence every human
culture and system of thought it touches. Most importantly, it brings to a people
God's only plan of salvation, resulting in restored harmony with God.
Believers are to sing with the help of the Holy Spirit. The song may be in an
language in any musical style consistent with psalms, hymns and spiritual songs.
The songs must be sound in doctrine, pleasing to God and edifying to the
believers. All worship must be done decently and in order.
When the gospel was later preached in northern Europe and Brittan the inhabitants
of those countries were animists and upon conversion made a complete break with
their old animistic worship. Much of their church worship and practice they
inherited from those representatives of the church who brought them the gospel. In
many Anglo churches, Gregorian chants dating back centuries are still used in
many churches. The hymns of the reformation period and revival periods of
church history are sung with understanding in hundreds of languages all over the
world.
Because of this reality in church history, the native Christian church has not been
singled out on this issue. It is experiencing what every people group receiving the
gospel has had to work through. It is part of the process of developing a truly
Indigenous church that is maintaining a healthy and biblical interdependence with
the church at large.
The native church leadership must take the initiative in leading the native church
through the process of receiving church worship and practice from outside our
culture, as the starting point of developing true indigenous, biblically based
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worship. Each generation has the opportunity to contribute in this process, but
sound biblical doctrine must be the defining principles that guide the church.
Animism as a demonic system invades the culture of any people that embrace it.
When there are converts from animism they do not need to renounce their culture.
They need only to renounce the evil infestation of spirit worship which God hates.
How the new believer sorts out culture is dictated by the principle of holiness God
has implanted in their hearts. One can be a Christian and still be a true Native
American. The Native American Christian on scriptural grounds draws a line
when it comes to evil. He is willing to be counter-cultural in that which displeases
the Lord in order to please the Lord. This would apply to any obedient believer in
any culture.
The material artifacts (sacred objects) used by animists are never neutral, but
dedicated to the demons. In most instances they are actually indwelt by demons.
There is not the faintest hint in the Bible that it is God's intention to redeem such
objects. The idea of redeeming animistic objects comes from non-biblical sources.
The Scriptures are our final authority. All the Bible says on this subject forbids the
redeeming of the artifacts and practices of animism. The Christian is to destroy
them and forever distance himself from the evil they represent.
Cultural Guidelines for Christian & Missionary Alliance Native Pastors

•
•

•

•

•

We have found no examples of Alliance churches and nationals embracing the
"redeeming of sacred objects" used formerly in animistic practices and worship.
Critical Contextualization is the process by which cultural forms and meanings are
evaluated by the believers within the culture (not those from outside the culture),
and determinations are made as to which cultural forms can be kept and a new
meaning applied to it; which cultural forms need to be changed, and given new
meaning; and which cultural forms are not acceptable at all, because those forms
stand in direct conflict to biblical principles. By evaluating these cultural forms,
different cultural forms are identified which can be used as a bridge to present the
gospel message to a specific cultural group.
When the church is truly abiding by the Scriptures, the church will be the
instrument of God to positively change, shape, and influence every human culture
and system of thought it touches. Most importantly, it brings to a people God's
only plan of salvation, resulting in restored harmony with God.
The native church leadership must take the initiative in leading the native church
through the process of receiving church worship and practice from outside our
culture, as the starting point of developing true indigenous, biblically based
worship. Each generation has the opportunity to contribute in this process, but
sound biblical doctrine must be the defining principles that guide the church.
In instances where we have serious questions or are unsure about whether or not
cultural activities have animistic overtures, we should take the more cautious
position.
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•

•
•
•

•

•

•

•

As long as western style hymnology does not conflict with biblical principles, and
if the western style hymnology is meeting the needs of a particular native church,
they should not feel obligated to move from western hymnology to a more
Indigenous hymnology. Western style hymnology, with their own unique native
flavor, then, has become the Indigenous form of worship for that church.
The unique cultural expressions of any people group should never overshadow the
importance of each cultural group's relationship with the body of Christ at large.
The syncretism we are opposed to is the integration of non-biblical native religious
beliefs, practices and forms with biblical truth and faith in Christ.
It is our strong belief that the key people best poised to lead the native church in
the process of critical contextualization are the spiritually mature native Christian
elders and leaders who have had personal experience in their respective cultures.
A distinction needs to be made regarding the difference between cultural forms,
and sacred objects. While cultural forms have the potential of remaining the same,
being changed or being abandoned, sacred objects do not have this option.
Biblically, they must be abandoned.
We believe that the best equipped person to do critical contextualization of the
traditional native culture would be a "First Generation Christian" who has come
out of a traditional native culture. It is these men and women who are best able to
see beyond the surface of the issues to the deeper implications of the role the spirit
world and animism play in cultural forms and meanings.
Assimilated, urbanized native people also can be first generation Christians, and as
such, would be equipped for the process of applying biblical principles to their
own unique native culture. They will be evaluating a native culture that is in many
ways different from its more traditional counterpart.
Who contextualizes is as important as what is contextualized. You can only
contextualize to the extent of your understanding of all the implications of a given
culture. 536

Rev. Mark Custalow
Rev. Mark Custalow wrote a manual for the Southern Baptist Convention entitled
"Biblical Guidelines for Contextualizing Native American Church Ministry.,,537 Mark
explains the need to try different contextualizing methods for evangelism and discipleship
in Native American ministries. He acknowledges the current conflict between native
contextualizers and those who have adopted Western Christian forms of theology and
worship. Mark advocates for cultural expressions of worship for new native converts. He
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also encourages those interested in contextualization to take the approach the Apostle Paul
took with "the weaker brother" and not offend native Christians who were converted into
Western Christianity. Mark encourages older native Christians to explore the Bible to see
how contextualization was done in Scripture and re-examine the methods used by Western
missionaries among North American tribes. He reminds everyone the goal is to win people
to Christ in a spirit of tolerance and love.
Rev. Adrian Jacobs
In 1996 James Treat created a compilation of articles written by native Christian
leaders and published them in a book entitled Native and Christian: Indigenous Voices on

Religious Identity in the United States and Canada. Rev. Adrian Jacobs wrote an article
for this publication entitled "The Meeting of the Two Ways.,,538 In this article Rev. Jacobs
addresses the issues of syncretism and contextualization. Adrian speaks to issues of
theology and worship in Native American Christianity. In the area of cultural forms, he
addresses the four responses that American Christianity has taken toward North American
Indian cultures: rejection, absorption, syncretism or sanctification. Adrian states:
The syncretist sees the similarities between Christianity and the Indian way and
without qualification assumes they are the same and puts them together. The
syncretist says, 'the Indian bums cedar and cleanses his mind with smoke just like
the Christian does with the blood of Christ. Therefore, I will cleanse my mind with
smoke and the blood of Christ.' I have news for the syncretist; only the blood of
Christ can wash away sin and cleanse your conscience from the guilty feeling of
doing work that is worth nothing. Nothing takes the place or stands equal to the
blood of Christ. 539
Adrian believes that sanctification of Indian Culture is the best approach to
contextualization. He writes:
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Sanctification means setting something or someope apart for God's intended
purpose. I believe sanctification is the proper biplical response to Indian culture ..
The true Christian does not need to abandon what is good or godly. The truly
spiritual Christian judges all things. As the believer grows in his relationship with
Jesus he puts his culture under the scnitinyof the Word of God, the Bible.
Whatever can be examined and is true to the Word of God, is kept. Whatever is not
true to the Word of God, is rejected ... Sanctification requires thinking and the
application of the Word of God to our lives. It may be scary to let Indian Christians
grow up and judge their own culture in the light of God's Word, but it is what God
desires. 54o
U sing the process of sanctification, Adrian believes that examination of Indian
culture needs to be done in "consultation with other mature believers, especially those
who really understand the true meaning of culture.,,541 Adrian's approach to
contextualization of native traditional symbols and ceremonies would incorporate the
process of sanctification for God's use in native Christian worship.
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Chapter Seven
Conclusion
Fourteen years ago, when David and Carole Bowen (Lakota), Billy and Yvette
Seaboy (Dakota) joined my congregation in Pierre, South Dakota, I had no idea the
journey of discovery that I was about to embark on. These two couples created a paradigm
shift in my understanding of Native American history and approach to Christian mission.
They taught me the key to evangelizing North American Indians lies in equipping native
people to reach their own people with the good news of Jesus Christ. I learned that when
given an opportunity to create a meaningful worship service for native people, it would
look and feel radically different than a typical Euro-American Christian Sunday gathering.
The church conflict at Southeast Pierre United Methodist propelled me toward seeking a
level of understanding that would entail ten years of research. God made a way to get my
doctorate in missiology with an expertise in North American Indians. This journey of
discovery has brought me across the paths of some remarkable people - professors, native
Christian leaders, local native pastors, and tribal elders.
I came seeking an answer to the following question: Why have controversies
arisen within Native American Christian ministries concerning the use and interpretation
of native traditional religious symbols and rituals in Christian worship and discipleship?
Question Number One: What are some evangelical native Christian leaders doing to
contextualize Christian worship today?
When I embarked upon this journey of discovery I expected to find greater
differences that separate these native Christian leaders, instead I found that the research
participants have far more in common than I anticipated.
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The following analogy of the tipi shows the various contextual methods used by
the research participants. Each pole represents a viewpoint expressed by these research
participants. ·They meet and are bound together at the top pointing to Jesus as Creator
King. The circle of the tipi represents the counsel and wisdom of each participant within
the Family of God coming from various backgrounds.
The tipi analogy was contributed by Dr. Eunice Irwin, professor of contextual
theology at the E. Stanley Jones School of World Missions - Asbury Theological
Seminary in Wilmore, Kentucky.
The chart was birthed in a committee meeting with me [Cori Waisanen] and other
professors in the ESJ School of World Mission. It shows the dynamic occurring between
the Moderate and Innovative Contextualizers. What they hold in common is the story of
Jesus. They are attempting to translate that message into various communities [individual,
church, tribal cultures, urban and local contexts]. They are using theological criteria in
contextualization and applying it to cultural contextualization through symbols, rituals,
stories, myths, and traditions. There are differing variables concerning worldview and
spirituality (which includes past and present native spirituality which has been informed
by colonial missions). These variables are coming into play and influencing the current
controversy. The goal of both groups is to discover ways for North American Indians be
followers of Jesus Christ and to retain their cultural identity.
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In this chapter I will be answering the questions on page six of this dissertation.
There are five subproblems that I sought to answer in my research project. Here
are those questions:
Ouestion Number One: What are some evangelical Native American Christian
leaders doing to contextualize Christian worship today? Where is there agreement and
among evangelical Native American leaders concerning the contextualization of Christian
worship?
~

Here is what they have in common:

.:. All of the research participants have accepted Jesus as their Savior. They all love
the Lord and have surrendered their lives in service to Him. This makes them members of
the Family of God in the Kingdom of God on earth. The story of Jesus represents the
umbrella that binds these research participants together.
•:. Their goal as evangelical native Christian leaders is to discover culturally relevant
ways to introduce Jesus of Nazareth to North American Indians. And to develop
discipleship methods [this includes worship and learning Scripture] that will help native
converts grow into mature followers of Jesus Christ.
.:. Those I have interviewed and established an on-going dialog with agree that
Western missionary efforts to evangelize and disciple North American Indians has been
largely ineffective .
•:. They agree there is great need among their people for healing from ancient wounds
inflicted by ill-conceived attempts to destroy their cultures by government and church
agencies.
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.:. They understand that in order to bring the kind of healing needed for these ancient
wounds, they must fmd a different way to introduce Jesus of Nazareth to their people .
•:. The Innovative and Moderate Contextualizers have a firm grasp on concepts of
contextualization.
•

They agree that contextualization must be culture specific.

•

They agree that native cultures have evolved through time. None take a
romanticized approach to contemporary native cultures. Because of
demographics, native people who reside in urban and rural areas may have
different notions of what it means to be a native person in Canada or the United
States. Most are mixed-blood and have native heritages that cross tribal groups.
Native people have broad multi-cultural backgrounds. Therefore they agree
that those who contextualize in the 21 st century must approach
contextualization in a culture specific manner.

•

They agree symbols and ceremonies differ between tribal groups.

•

They agree symbols and ceremonies carry different meanings between tribal
groups .

•:. The Innovative and Moderate Contextualizers have been involved in various forms
of contextualization for many years. Some of the older contextualizers have been in
ministry for several decades. Others have joined the movement in recent years. They are
learning from each other.

•

In the area of evangelism and discipleship, they use methods of storytelling,
drawing parallels between tribal myths, legends, and prophecies to point native
people to Christ.
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•

In the area of discipleship, they use culture specific methods of forming church
groups and avenues of learning.

•

In the area of traditional native ceremonies, these contextualizers are using
rites of passage ceremonies, wedding, funeral, blessing and honoring
ceremonies that are culture specific.

•

Twelve Moderate and ten Innovative Contextualizers agree that rituals used to
conjure spirits (animal, ancestor, or demonic) should not be used in Christian
worship and discipleship. Some cite spiritual dynamics, others cite emotive
issues attached to conjuring rituals, as the reason these types of ceremonies
should not be used by Christians for discipleship or worship .

•:. The Innovative and Moderate Contextualizers agree they need to utilize critical
contextual approaches when evaluating cultures and the sacred objects and rituals used in
traditional native religions .
•:. They agree that native people must reach their own people for Christ in the 21 st
century.

•

Because Christianity has been perceived as the "White Man 's Religion," native
Christian leaders must be empowered to take the reigns of guiding native
Christian ministries.

•

Euro-American Christians need to step back from paternalistic tendencies to be
in control of ministries to Native Americans. "White" leadership needs to trust
a new era of native Christian leaders with knowing and doing what is best for
North American Indians. Euro-American Christians need to empower native
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leaders with the financial and emotional support needed to accomplish what
Jesus has called them to do for the sake of their own people.
Question Number Two: Where is there disagreement among evangelical Native
Christian leaders concerning the contextualization of Christian worship?
);> Here is where they differ:

.:. The terminology of "redeemed" and "redemption" as it is applied to native sacred
objects and rituals is problematic for some Moderate Contextualizers.
I have discovered there is a theological difference between some Moderate and
Innovative Contextualizers. While all of the contextualizers agree in areas of Orthodox
Christianity concerning the deity of Jesus Christ, his miraculous birth, ministry, death and
resurrection. There is a difference in their theology of creation and redemption.
Stephen Bevans addresses this issue in his book Models of Contextualization
(2002). Speaking to the issue of how theology is formed, Bevans writes:
Classical theology conceived theology as a kind of objective science of faith. It
was understood as a reflection in faith on the two loci theologici (theological
sources) of scripture and tradition, the context of which has not and never will be
changed and is above culture and historically condition expression. But what
makes contextual theology precisely contextual is the recognition of the validity of
another locus theologicus: present human experience. Theology that is contextual
realizes that culture, history, contemporary thought forms, and so forth are to be
considered along with scripture and tradition, as valid sources for theological
expression. And so today we speak of theology as having three sources or loci
theologici: scripture, tradition, and present human experience - or context. 542
Bevans contends that contemporary contextualizers are approaching theory and
methodology from two perspectives. He writes:
Among several possible basic theological orientations in theology, two seem to
have a particular relevance for contextual theology. One can work out of a
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theology that is basically creation-centered, or one can do theology from a
543
fundamentally redemption-centered perspective.
Bevans expands on how a creation based theology is applied:
1. A creation-centered orientation to theology is characterized by the conviction that
human experience, and so context, is generally good. Its perspective is that grace
builds on nature, but only because nature is capable of being built on, of being
perfected in a supernatural relationship with God.
2. A creation-centered orientation sees the world, creation, as sacramental: the world
is the place God reveals Godself; revelation does not happen in set-apart,
particularly holy places, in strange, unworldly circumstances, or in words that are
spoken in a stilted voice; it comes in daily life, in ordinary words, through ordinary
people. It is within such a creation-oriented theology that we can best speak of
"anonymous Christianity" (Rahner) or of the Christ who is to be discovered in a
culture.
3. Creation theology certainly acknowledges the reality and ugliness of sin. But sin
is sin precisely because it is an aberration in such a beautiful world, an attempt to
"get out of life what God has not put into it.,,544
Bevans explains his concept of a redemption centered theology. He writes:

A redemption-centered theology is characterized by the conviction that culture and
human experience are either in need of a radical transformation or in need of total
replacement. In this perspective, grace can not build on or perfect nature because
nature is something that is corrupt. In a real sense, therefore, grace replaces nature.
Rather than being a vehicle for God's presence, the world distorts God's reality
and rebels against it. Rather than a culture being already holy with the presence of
God, Christ must be brought to a culture to have any saving meaning
whatsoever. .. God's Word can only reach men and women by breaking into the
world and calling men and women to say no to the world and yes to God. There
can be no moving from created things to God. 545

In my conversations with some of the Innovative and Moderate Contextualizers, I
believe their approach to creation-centered versus redemption-centered theology may be at
the root of their current conflict with each other. This difference may explain some of the
tenninology used in "redeeming" sacred objects and ceremonies. You see this dynamic

543 Bevans, 2002:21.
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playing out in the biblical themes data. Several of the Innovatives frame redemption in
creation-centered terminology. And the same dynamic occurs when some evangelicals
frame the process of redemption as beginning at the Cross of Calvary. Both theologies are
valid. Where they differ is the beginning point in the story of redemption --- creation or
Calvary.
•:. How we frame the redemption story includes our worldview. We see this dynamic
unfolding between some Moderate and Innovative Contextualizers. Brian Walsh and
Richard Middleton address this issue in The Transforming Vision: Shaping a Christian
World View:

A worldview is never merely a vision of life. It is always a vision for life as well.
Indeed, a vision of life, or worldview, that does not actually lead a person or a
people in a particular way of life is no world view to all. Our worldview
determines our values. It helps us interpret the world around us. It sorts out what is
important from what is not, what is of highest value from what is least. A world
view, then, provides a model of the world which guides its adherents in the
world. 546
Every individual has a worldview that informs how they live their life in
community and before their Creator. I believe that the creation-centered and redemptioncentered theological stances of the Moderate and Innovative respondents is creating
confusion over the incorporation of native symbols and rituals in Christian worship: Their
theological perspectives are rooted in their worldviews. Walsh and Middleton address
this dynamic:
As Christians we often pay only lip service to the biblical doctrine of creation. We
think it is important perhaps for refuting evolution, but otherwise we do not place
much value on it. Instead, we focus on Christ and the message of salvation. Yet the
world view of Scriptures does not begin with Christ and salvation. It begins with
god and creation. The first article of the Apostles ' Creed emphasizes the Genesis
546
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account: "I believe in God, the Father Almighty, Maker of heaven and earth." This
is where Christianity begins. Creation is the biblical starting point. Jesus Christ and
the redemption he brings are undoubtedly the focus ofthe Scriptures. The biblical
message is a call from sin to reconciliation with God. But what is sin? And what
do worlds like salvation, redemption and reconciliation mean? It is impossible to
offer an answer to these questions if we do not have an implicit idea of creation.
For it is creation that is affected by both sin and salvation. To talk about sin we
must look at how God's creatures disobeyed him and how his good creation was
distorted. What is salvation but the out-working of God's love for his creation as
he restores it from the bondage and effects of sin? Creation, then although
certainly not the central message of Scripture, is the underlying foundation.
Indeed, without an understanding of the biblical view of creation our
understanding of both sin and redemption will inevitably be distorted. In worldview terms, we cannot answer the questions "What's wrong?" and What's the
remedy?" unless we first address the issues of who we are and where we are. 547
The Innovative Contextualizers, who have a creation-centered theology are
framing their approach to contextualization through the lens of a creation-centered
worldview. The Moderate Contextualizers, whose starting point is the Cross of
Calvary are following the same pattern in their redemption worldview. Neither are right or
wrong. Their starting point is different. This dynamic is fueling their conflicting views on
the place of rituals in Christian praxis of discipleship.
Paul Hiebert addresses the role of rituals in discipleship in his book Transforming
Worldviews: An Anthropological Understanding of How People Change:
A third way to facilitate transformation is through the creation of living rituals.
Western Protestants tend to be anti-ritual. For us the term carries negative
connotations - of dead meaningless forms or of idolatry and magic. But we are in
danger of divorcing realities, forms and meanings from signs and of reducing these
elements to simple verbal communication. Living rituals are nondiscursive. They
speak of the transcendent - of our deepest beliefs, feelings, and values - which
cannot be reduced to words. They point to mystery, root myths and metaphors, and
fundamental allegiances, and express our deepest emotions and moral order. In
rituals we bracket ordinary signs in a ritual format to show that we are speaking of
extraordinary realities. 548
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Jerry Gill in his book Native American Worldviews describes the role of symbols
and rituals in native spirituality.
Rituals and ceremonial rites embody and reflect the worldviews of their
participants. The axis around which these worldviews revolve is the basic belief
that all of reality, including the physical universe, supernatural beings, plant and
animal life, and human beings, is a single, integrated, and unified whole. In Native
American worldviews the origin, structure, and dynamic of this vast, intricate
reality all bear witness to this primal unity. 549
Some of Innovative Contextualizers are approaching Christian discipleship
through a Native American worldview. This type of worldview may seem foreign to
Western Christians who do not place a high value on symbol and ritual. Those raised
in the Euro-American evangelical church place greater value in cognitive forms of
evangelism and discipleship. We believe that we can educate new converts into Christian
maturity. Some in the Innovative camp are searching for ways to disciple native
Christians through a native worldview - which includes symbols and rituals. Paul Hiebert
explains that change in one area of an individual or groups' worldview will affect the
entire social structure of that individual or community:
It is important to remember that change can begin in anyone of the systems. The
effects of this change spread throughout the whole system of systems. No one
system is the prime mover, the root cause for change. Changes in the social system
affect the spiritual, cultural, psychological, biological, and cultural system, which
in tum affect the other systems. Thus it is often hard to determine where specific
changes originated because Their effects are seen throughout the whole
macrosystem. Just as in the case of the human body, which the often invisible
cause of an illness may be biological, psychological, physical, social, cultural, or
spiritual, the visible systems are manifest in other subsystems. 550
The goal of both Innovative and Moderate Contextualizers is the transformation
and healing of North American Indians. Understanding the theological approach and

~:: Je.n y Gill, Native American·Worldviews, (Humanity Books, Amherst, NY: 2002), 133 .
.. HIebert, 2008 : 87.
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worldview of both groups will help resolve some of the tension between both sets of
contextualizers .
•:. How Moderate and Innovative Contextualizers are approaching their
hermeneutical methods is coming into play in this discussion. Hermeneutics is the science
of exegesis - how we approach the development of theology.

Henneneutical Approach to Theology
Where is the starting point?

Scripture

Experience

- -, - - - - - - ;

Application in Community
•

Classical theologies ' starting point for exegesis is Scripture, then it moves into
informing theology and life experience.

• Post-modem theologies ' begin with life experience then go to the Scriptures to
inform the life situation and give direction for resolutions of problems.
There are some in the Moderate and Innovative camps that are inferring that postmodem exegesis is relativism. Relativism starts with the belief that truth and moral
values are not absolute but are relative. Those who use relativism in developing theology
begin with an assumption and go to Scripture to find biblical evidence to support their
assumptions.
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What is different between classical and most post-modem exegesis is the starting
point. Classical theologians begin with Scripture. Post-modem theologians begin with
experience. What they have in common is that Scripture is the source for authority. The
goal is the same - how does the Bible infonn, correct and encourage us in our faith walk
with Jesus.
I believe there are some in both camps that are making assumptions about the
exegetical process that those within these groups are doing. There needs to be further
discussion on these henneneutical methods in order to infonn and resolve this issue .
•:. Also in the area of theological contextualization is the subject of syncretism.
In an article entitled "Christopaganism or Indigenous Christianity," Alan Tippet

defines syncretism as "the union of two opposite forces, beliefs, systems or tenets so that
the united fonn is a new thing, neither one nor the other. ,,551 Tippet contends that when
this occurs, the supracultural gospel becomes tainted with non-Christian meaning creating
a new form of animism. Working from this definition of syncretism, I conclude that
attempts to develop Indigenous fonns of worship and discipleship by some Innovative and
Moderate Contextualizers, is not syncretism in its truest fonn. All of the contextualizers
are careful to uphold the authentic gospel of Jesus Christ founded on Biblical authority
and revelation.
Alan Tippet further expands his explanation of syncretism and Indigenous
Christianity. He believes that when a new convert to Christianity first hears the
supracultural gospel of Jesus, that person filters the message through the old framework of

Tippett. "Christopaganism or Indigenous Christianity" in Christopaganism or Indigenous
Christianity? Tetsunao Yamamori and Charles R. Taber, eds. (William Carey Library, Pasadena,
CA, 1975), 17.
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their worldview. " ... either he will innovate with new (foreign) religious forms while
retaining the old conceptual framework, or with the Christian gospel using meaningful
cultural forms for expressing it. The former I have called syncretism, and the latter I am
calling Indigenous Christianity.,,552 Within this framework, it is clear that both Innovative
and Moderate Contextualizers are attempting to create Indigenous Christianity for North
American Indians.
Robert Schreiter states that syncretism "has to do with the mixing of elements of
two religious systems to the point where at least one, if not both, of the systems loses basic
structure and identity.,,553 Schreiter discusses the various environments where syncretism
occurs in social milieus. When a culture is under duress from war, conquest or oppression,
a distressed society may experience a clash of religious systems. The religious system of
the conquerors and the conquered may collide and may create a new religious movement
that is a blend of both religious systems. Schreiter believes that one of the dangers of this
process is that societies experiencing duress or upheaval may begin to indiscriminately
mix the two sign/symbol systems wherein the core gospel of Jesus Christ is lost. This was
the case of the formation of the Native American Church in Oklahoma during the 19th
century. Michael Hittman wrote:
The Native American Church is the name of the Peyote religion in the United
States and Canada. This revitalization movement that took shape in Oklahoma in
the 1880s and was incorporated there in 1918 as the Native American Church, at a
time when Indian founders along with white supporters sought religious freedom
from state and federal efforts at suppression. 554

552Tippett, 1975:29
553 Schreiter, 2001 : 144
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Traditions: An Encyclopedia. Suzanne J. Crawford and Dennis F. Kelley, eds. (Santa Barbara, CA: ABCCLIO Inc., 2009), 599.
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The Native American Church traces its roots to the Uto-Aztecan empire during the
15 th century in Mexico. 555 This Church is recognized for it's sacramental use of a natural
hallucinogen called Peyote. The peyutl cactus (Peyote) was used for medicinal purposes in
Uto-Aztecan ceremonies. Several North American tribes such as the Comanche,
Delaware, Kiowa, Mescalero Apache, Dine, Omaha and Taos used the peputl cactus for
medicinal cures. As Christian missionaries introduced the gospel of Jesus Christ to various
tribes in fudian Territory during the 19 th century, a wide variety of cross-cultural
borrowing began between various southwestern tribes and Christianity. The result was a
combination of two different religious systems which then gave birth to a new religious
movement.
Much of the theological interpretation and spiritual belief of the Native American
Church is highly individualized, with the conservative ritual providing a sacred
setting for personal introspection and meditation. A basic creed of reverence for
universal nature and the tenets of "faith, hope, love and charity" characterize the
collective doctrine. The Native American Church is a religion of diffusion that
accommodates a wide range of local traditions and practices. Congregations and
even individual members incorporate differing degrees of Christian theology and
fudian symbolism in their practice of Peyotism. 556
Today the Native American Church has eighty chapters and members representing
seventy Native American tribes. "The steady proliferation of its membership among
diverse North American tribes has made it Native America's largest religious organization.
Its total membership is estimated to be around 250,000.,,557
Within evangelical circles, The Native American Church would be a prime
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example of negative syncretism. These research participants would agree that this type of
blending of two different religious systems and the formation of the Native American
Church is not a good model for contextualization .
•:. One area where Moderate and hmovative Contextualizers differ is in their
definition of "animism." Some in both camps define animism as the worship of created
things (spirits of animals, birds, fish, rocks, holy places). Others in both camps define
animism as seeing the Spirit of the Living God in the created order and honoring the
sacred Spirit who holds all of creation together through His power (Colossians 1: 15-17).
The terminology is the same. However, the meaning behind the term "animism" is
different. Some Moderate Contextualizers may be assigning the meaning used by
Western Christianity to refer to "spirit" or "demonic" worship. While other
contextualizers are using a more holistic meaning of animism to refer to the presence and
power of the Creator within the created order. When dealing with issues concerning
"animism," it will be important to ask for a definition of the word and the meanings
attached to that particular word or concept.
We have discovered that most Western missionaries believed that all tribal religions
were based on animism (the worship of spirits). Therefore, they categorized them as pagan
or idolatrous. Any attempt to bring sacred symbols, objects or rituals from these perceived
pagan religions was termed syncretism. There are tribal religious systems that are not
animistic. There are tribal religions that believe in a Creator God and have developed their
religious systems to honor and praise the one true, living God. It is imperative, when
trying to learn a native tribal religion, that we discern correctly their concepts of Creator
God and their worldview of spiritual forces.
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.:. Another issue within both camps concerns the use of the term "idolatry" when it is
used to describe some contextualized rituals being utilized by some Moderate and
Innovative Contextualizers.
The definition of idolatry, according to Webster's Dictionary is "the worship of
idols or excessive devotion to, or reverence for some person or thing.,,558 An idol is
anything that replaces the one true, living God. The most prevalent form of idolatry in
Bible times was the worship of images that were thought to embody various pagan deities.
The focus of worship for Moderate and Innovative Contextualizers is the adoration and
praise of Jesus Christ. Therefore, contextualized worship practices that entail using sacred
symbols, objects and rituals from traditional native religions are not a form of idolatry.
The apostle Paul made it clear that idols have no intrinsic value or power. It was the
misplaced allegiance to a false deity (or gods of this world) that was unacceptable in the

worship of the one true, living God. It is clear from my conversations with all of the
contextualizers that their allegiance belongs to Jesus of Nazareth. Therefore, the issue of
idolatry does not apply to any of the research participants.
The apostle Paul also cautioned more mature Gentile converts not to cause new
believers in Christ to stumble in their faith by being involved in pagan religious practices
where idolatry (and practices associated with idol worship) were performed. 559 Initial
attempts to create Indigenous Christian worship practices have the potential of offending
other followers of Jesus, especially when those practices were deemed unacceptable by
Christian leaders who had an incomplete knowledge of tribal religions, contextualization
and syncretism. Therefore, all contextualizers need to be sensitive to the feelings of new
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native converts and seasoned native Christians who may be struggling with issues
surrounding the contextualization of native Christian worship.
Question Number Three: How have the contextualizers responded to critiques and
criticism by their evangelical colleagues in ministry?
I have been in pastoral ministry for the past nineteen years. In my previous life I
worked at a state hospital in Minnesota. The ward I worked on for nine years was a
specialized unit that treated court-ordered alcoholics and drug addicts who had committed
a crime while under the influence of a mind-altering substance. I have been well trained to
pay close attention to facial expressions, body language, and voice inflections in order to
discern the emotional and mental condition of those I am conversing with. As I have
visited face-to-face with the Moderate and Innovative Contextualizers and one NonContextualizer, I have seen and heard great pain in their stories concerning this conflict.
Long-time colleagues in ministry have broken off relationships with each other.
Friendships have ended due to divisiveness. I believe that all of these individuals would
like to find a way to reconcile their differences and restore broken relationships.
Question Number Four: What suggestions are being made or actions being taken
by native Christian leaders as a way out of this impasse?
Drawing from the wisdom of Chief Tecumseh (Shawnee Nation 1768-1813)
concerning the way of respect, love and forgiveness - he offers these words of counsel:
So live your life that the fear of death can never enter your heart.
Trouble no one about their religion;
respect others in their view, and demand that they respect yours.
Love your life, perfect your life, beautify all things in your life.
Seek to make your life long and its purpose in the service of your people.
Prepare a noble death song for the day when you go over the great divide.
Always give a word or a sign of salute when meeting or passing a friend,
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even a stranger, when in a lonely place.
Show respect to all people and grovel to none.
When you arise in the morning give thanks for the food and for the joy of living.
If you see no reason for giving thanks, the fault lies only in yourself.
Abuse no one and no thing, for abuse turns the wise ones to fools
and robs the spirit of its vision.
When it comes your time to die, be not like those whose hearts are filled
with the fear of death, so that when their time comes they weep
and pray for a little more time to live their lives over again in a different way.
Sing your death song and die like a hero going home. 56o

Drawing from the visual analogy of the tipi. Those who gather within the confines
of the Family of God are called to work together in unity. The following is a compilation
of thoughts the research participants shared with me on respect, forgiveness, love, and
service within the Family of God. They would like to arrive at a place where the following
happens:
.:. Be respectful of your brothers and sisters in Christ who are serving the Lord in
ministry.

• Respect those who have been serving in native ministry for decades. Learn
from their wisdom and example.

560
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•

Respect those who are involved in the Pan-Indian movement. They are
reaching native people in urban areas who are seeking identity and community.

•

Respect those who have international ministries. In an era of globalization,
they are educating people from other nations and cultures about Native
American history and issues.

•

Respect native pastors who were raised on reservations. They serve their
people for Christ. They know their culture and their people. Respect their
opinions about what can or can not be contextualized.

•

Respect traditional tribal elders who are upset with Euro-Americans that
borrow their sacred symbols, objects, and rituals. Find a way to dialogue with
the elders of specific tribes when visiting or moving onto a reservation .

•:. Forgive one another.
•

Remember the words of Jesus: "Forgive us our debts, as we also have forgiven
our debtors. And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from the evil one.
For if you forgive men when they sin against you, your heavenly Father will
also forgive you. But if you do not forgive men their sins, your Father will not
forgive your sins.,,561
o

Satan uses strife, conflict, and issues of "right fighting" to separate and
destroy the children of God. When the people of God are more concerned
with disputable matters,562 than working for the salvation and healing of
wounded people (for whom the Lord died) - then Satan wins.

~~ I Matthew 6:12-15
5~2 Romans 14:1
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o

The citizens of the Kingdom of God are commanded to forgive one
another. Not for the benefit of their Savior, but the benefit of their souls.
The apostle Paul told the church in Ephesus: "Get rid of all bitterness, rage
and anger, brawling and slander, along with every form of malice. Be kind
and compassionate to one another, forgiving each other, just as in Christ
God forgave you. ,,563

.:. Love one another.
o

Remember the words of the apostle Peter:
The end of all things is near. Therefore be clear minded and self-controlled
so that you can pray. Above all, love each other deeply, because love
covers over a multitude ofsins. Offer hospitality to one another without
grumbling. Each one should use whatever gift he has received to serve
others, faithfully administering God's grace in its various forms. If anyone
speaks, he should do it as one speaking the very words of God. If anyone
serves, he should do it with the strength God provides, so that in all things
God may be praised through Jesus Christ. To him be the glory and the
power for ever and ever. 564

o

Find it in your hearts to forgive past offences and love one another gain.
Do it for your people. Do it for Jesus .

•:. Remember that Jesus has called you to servant leadership in his Kingdom on
Earth.
o

Remember that you are ambassadors for Christ to your people. As you
speak on these issues concerning contextualization, your words and
influence will impact how those who respect your opinions will resolve
their issues concerning contextualization.

563
564

Ephesians 4:31-32
1 Peter 4:7-1 1
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I have a good friend named Ken Verheecke. Ken's mother is Eskimo and his father
is of Belgium descent. Ken is a composer, song writer, professional soloist and acoustic
guitarist. Ken came to North Dakota this past September to share his gift of music with my
churches. During lunch Ken shared that he had been on a reservation recently for a
concert. While standing by his display case, Ken overheard two native gentlemen
disagreeing about drums and dancing in the church. One was for it - the other against it.
Ken was bewildered by their heated discussion. He wondered --- how can the gospel be
preached in this environment? How can the people of God dwell in unity when they can't
agree on these matters? How is Jesus glorified in the midst of so many hurting, wounded
people?
o

As native Christian leaders, you have it within your power and realms of
influence to resolve these issues and come to a place of agreement. You
will determine the future of Native American ministries in North America.
The healing of your people is at stake. And quite possibly the healing of
our nation.

~

Alvin Deer (Oklahoma Indian Conference - United Methodist) has suggested that
when those who participated in this research project have had time to read and
digest the findings given in this dissertation - it might be time to call the leaders
back together to discuss and resolve this.issue. The faculty at the E. Stanley Jones
School of World Mission (Asbury Theological Seminary) are willing to help
facilitate this process.
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Concluding Remarks
Five hundred years ago European explorers "discovered" the Indigenous people of
North American. Christian missionaries soon followed with the intent to win these First
Nations people to Jesus Christ. Their ill-conceived methods of forced conversions,
reducciones, and boarding schools have produced centuries of bitterness, rejection, and
resistance to Christianity. With the cultural renaissance in Indian Country over the past
fifty years, has come a clarion cry among evangelical native Christian leaders to discover
new methods of evangelism and discipleship for Native Americans. The native leaders in
this research project have heard that clarion cry and are attempting and implementing new
ways to introduce Native Americans to Jesus of Nazareth. They understand they must take
the Western clothes off of the Messiah in order to accomplish this task.
Native Christian leaders recognize that they can not go back and undo the damage
of centuries of government and church abuse and cultural oppression. They also
understand that their people are not frozen in time. Their cultures have been impacted by
Western cultural contact. Native people no longer cook their foods over open fires, they
grill it on their backyard barbeques. They no longer run through the forest or over the
prairies hunting for survival. They drive to Walmart like the rest of American society to
get their groceries. Their children no longer sit around the council fires at night learning
the songs of the ancestors and listening to the stories of the elders. They attend public
schools just like the other children in Western society. Native people share the same
societal ills as the rest of Western culture. They grapple with alcohol and drug abuse,
domestic violence, poverty, neglect, gang violence - in rural and urban environments.
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These native contextualizers understand the complexity of the problems that lie before
them. They also understand that a one-size-fits-all approach to contextualization will not
work in such diverse environments. The Innovative and Moderate Contextualizers
understand that contextualization is culture specific and an on-going process.
Resolving the issue of incorporating traditional native symbols, sacred objects and
rituals into Christian worship will not "fix" all of their problems. However, it may be one
component in this complex problem that can help introduce First Nations people to Jesus
in a culturally relevant manner. It may help disciple native people in ways that make more
sense to them than what has been presented through Western Christianity. Developing
Indigenous theologies and methods of discipleship have the capacity to help transform
some native communities for Christ. It could have a ripple affect in Indian Country.
The lessons that David Bowen and Billy Seaboy taught me thirteen years ago are
relevant today. If given the right opportunity, native converts to Christianity can reach
their own people for Jesus. If allowed to make their own decisions and develop their own
style worship that honors their Savior - they can live transformed lives in the midst of
their own people. Their witness for Christ will have a ripple affect in both rural and
urban environments. It is Jesus who has the healing power to heal their ancient wounds.
We need to allow Jesus to direct this process.
Recommendation for Further Research
There is a need for further research on creation-centered and redemption-centered
theologies. Within this theological realm, it would be helpful to draw some parallels
between Wesleyan and Reformed theologies. This is one of the issues concerning concepts
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of redemption and terminology used to describe the use of sacred symbols, objects and
rituals in native Christian worship.
There are several academics who have written scholarly papers on
"retraditionalization."s6s This is a new area of study the research participants may want to
explore for a different perspective on contextualization and syncretism. Contemporary
efforts being made in Indian Country to recover lost traditions and rituals needs further
investigation. Some traditions have been lost forever because of cross-cultural
contamination with colonial governments, Christian missionaries, and current American
pop culture. Some ancient traditions have been kept in tact, while others have undergone
reformation with the blending of different cultures. Contemporary Christian
contextualizers might want to reexamine the process of retraditionalization in Indian
Country in order make their efforts at evangelism, discipleship, and worship relevant for
what is occurring in the 21 st century.
Many of the contextualizers have done some research on the theories of
contextualization and syncretism. I would recommend further research in this area. A
good starting point would be experts referenced in this dissertation.
Another area for further study is in the area of culture, theology, and spiritual
power. I would recommend Charles Kraft's recent book Appropriate Christianity which
examines contextualization in three crucial dimensions: truth, allegiance and spiritual

565

Birkeland, Vicki Rae. "A Life Study: The Retraditionalization Process ofa Lakota Women. " Ed.D.
Diss. University of South Dakota, 1993. In ProQuest Dissertations and Theses. Publication Number:
AAT 9322967.
Donaldson, Laura E. "Making a Joyful Noise: William Apess and the Searchfor Postcolonial Methodism
Interventions. " International Journal of Postcolonial Studies, vol. 7 (2) 180-198.
Edwards, Yvonne J. "Healing the soul wound: The retraditionalization ofNative Americans in Substance
Abuse Treatment. " PhD. Diss. California Institute oflntegral Studies, 2002. In ProQuest Dissertations
and Theses. Publication Number: AAT 3042866.

267

power. With eighteen contributing authors including Sherwood Lingenfelter, Paul E.
Pierson, Paul H. DeNeui, and Paul G. Hiebert, this compilation is a must-read for the
student of contextualization.
The final area for further study would be in the realm of hermeneutics. Studying
classical and post-modem approaches to exegesis may help both groups come to a greater
understanding of how they are developing their theologies, contextualization and praxis in
ministry.
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Appendix A
Research Case
Dustin Harris recently accepted a position as a Christian chaplain at a Los Angeles
halfway house. His clients are ex-inmates from the Federal Penitentiary in Lompoc,
California. Dustin and his wife Julie have been involved in volunteer ministry with
Prison Fellowship International for the past five years. When the opportunity to work in
a Christian halfway house presented itself, Dustin and Julie felt it was God's will to
move to Los Angeles. They were unprepared for the challenges now facing them.
As they sat in their pastor's office, they told the story of their life journeys.
Julie had grown up in a working class family from Wray, Colorado. After high
school graduation, Julie enrolled in the Nazarene Bible College in Colorado Springs,
Colorado. She planned to get an associate degree in education and work in a Christian
elementary school.
Dustin Harris had been raised in a single parent home in Canon City, Colorado.
Dustin' s mother never married his father. Dustin 'S father was Frank Montano a full
blood Zuni from the Zuni Reservation south of Gallup, New Mexico. When he was
sixteen years old, Dustin decided to locate his biological father. With the help of his
mother, they found Frank Montono living in Zuni, New Mexico. Frank had become a
well respected member of his community, serving on the tribal council. He married a
Zuni woman and had five children. They supported their family with the sale of
traditional Zuni jewelry and artwork.
In 1990, Dustin traveled to the Zuni Reservation to meet his father for the first
time. The Montano family held a traditional Zuni welcoming ceremony for Dustin. This
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was the first time Dustin had encountered a different culture. Everything was so strange,
yet it was exciting to meet his relatives and learn about their history and culture. When
Dustin was preparing to return to Colorado, his father gifted him with a Heishe shell
and Kachina doll. The Montano family invited Dustin to return for another visit the
following summer.
Dustin brought his Heishe shell and Kachina doll to youth group to share about
his experience with his father's family in New Mexico. His pastor told him that
the shell and doll were possessed with spirits and that he should destroy them
immediately. Dustin was hurt at his pastor's response, but trusted his Christian
guidance. Dustin 's pastor and youth group held a ceremony in the church parking lot
smashing the Heishe shell and burning the Kachina doll. The pastor prayed over
Dustin, rebuking any demonic spirits that might have attached themselves to him while
in New Mexico. Dustin never returned to New Mexico, but kept sporadic contact with
his father through phone conversations.
When he was eighteen, Dustin enrolled at the Nazarene Bible College in Colorado
Springs. He majored in Biblical Studies and counseling. Dustin met Julie at Bible
College and they were married right after their graduation in 1996. They both found
ministry positions at a large Nazarene church in Santa Clarita, California. Dustin and
Julie remained in Santa Clarita for eight years. They are both thirty years old and have
two children. When the position opened up at the halfway house in Los Angeles, they felt
it was a God given opportunity for Dustin to put his counseling skills to use in an outreach
ministry.
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Dustin has been at the halfway house for only a month. The clients at the halfway
house are from various ethnic backgrounds - Euro-American, Hispanic, African
American, and Native American. The Native Americans are a combination of mixedbloods and full-bloods; some were raised in urban settings, others came from
reservations. Acceptance into the halfway house was contingent upon the client's
confession of faith in Jesus Christ.
Several of his native clients have dream catchers and eagle feathers in their rooms.
A Cheyenne man has a medicine bundle hanging around his neck. Dustin was shocked to
find these native objects in a Christian halfway house. His native clients have been
pressuring Dustin to build a sweat lodge behind the halfway house and allow them to
conduct sweat lodge ceremonies. Through conversations with his clients, he discovered
that prison chaplains at Lompoc had constructed a sweat lodge on prison grounds and
conducted Christian sweat lodge ceremonies for native inmates. Dustin sought guidance
from the director of the halfway house regarding the Native Americans' request to
construct a sweat lodge. The director expressed his belief in affirming Native Americans
in their cultural identity. When asked about the sweat lodge, the director encouraged
Dustin to learn more about the ceremony. He challenged Dustin to discover the purpose
and meaning of native ceremonies. The director suggested that the native ceremonies
could help heal and rehabilitate his native clients.
Dustin and Julie do not know what to do. They were both raised to believe that
symbols and ceremonies from non-Christian traditions should not be used in Christian
practice. After his experience with the Kachina doll and Heiche shell, Dustin is afraid
they might be inviting demons into a Christian environment. He is uncomfortable having
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dream catchers, eagle feathers, and medicine bundles at the halfway house. He doesn't
know what to say to his native clients about the sweat lodge.

Case Study Questions
1. What advice would you give Dustin and Julie concerning the use of native symbols
and ceremonies in Christian worship and discipleship?
2. How would you help resolve this situation at the halfway house?
3. What biblical texts or images would you use to help resolve this issue?
4. What Christian writers or speakers most influence your frame of reference?
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Appendix B
Interview Questions
This dissertation seeks to explore the issues surrounding the use of Native
American traditional symbols and rituals in Christian worship and discipleship. Following
are questions to be asked during interviews with native, evangelical leaders:
1. How did you become a Christian? (Here I want to ascertain how Christianity was
introduced to the individual).
2. How were you discipled in Christ? (How was the individual instructed in Christian
faith and practice?)
a. Did you receive instruction in a Church setting?
b. Were you discipled by an individual?
3. As you reflect on the culture you were nurtured in, what aspects of the Creator's
character and nature were revealed in your particular culture?
a. What do you think the Creator's overall plan was for your people?
b. What do you perceive is God's overall plan for your people today?
4. Describe a typical worship service in the church you attend today.
5. Does your church incorporate native symbols in your worship service? Does your
church sanctuary display native symbols?
a. If so, what symbols are used and what do they mean to you?
b. If your church does not display native symbols, is there a reason for excluding
them in the sanctuary or worship service?
6. Have native rituals been used in your Christian development?
a. If not, why?
b. If native rituals have been utilized in your Christian development, what has
been the impact on your growth in Christ.?
7. Have any controversies arisen in your church concerning the use of traditional
religious symbols or rituals in Christian worship?
a. If so, what are the issues being discussed?
b. What has been your personal response to the issues raised?
8. How would you resolve the current controversy surrounding the use of traditional,
religious symbols and rituals in Christian worship services? (Possible use of a
research case)
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Ray Aldred

Ray Aldred is of Cree descent and is a member of the Swan River Cree
Band, which is located in Northern Alberta, Canada. He is married to
Elaine since 1979 and has four adult children, 18, 20, 22 and, including
one married daughter 24. He was ordained to the ministry in 1995.
After a number of years of pastoral ministry in the Native church, Ray,
together with wife Elaine, are now devoting their energies to the
development of family ministry programs with My People
International. "Programs which address themselves to family and marital health can be a
primary means of discipleship for Aboriginal people who value relationships above all
things," notes Aldred.
Ray and Elaine utilize and/or adapt existing programs targeting marriage and family life to
bring a much needed infusion of positive, biblically-centered teaching to struggling Native
families.
Recently re-Iocated to Winnipeg, Ray and Elaine are working together with local Native
churches to offer these programs. Together with these other partners they recruit 150
volunteers per year for the marriage ministry which minister to between 140 and 160
people in the year including follow-up small groups.
A gifted writer, speaker and teacher, Ray also delivers seminars and workshops on issues
in the life of the Native church, Christian theology and perspectives of mission.
He is former Director for the First Nations Alliance Churches of Canada where he worked
to encourage pastors ministering to aboriginal people. Ray serves on several boards of
different organizations. He is a contributing editor of Cultural Encounters, a theological
journal from Multnoma College. Ray has had the privilege of addressing several college
conferences and meetings related to cross-cultural ministry. Ray serves as co-chair of the
Aboriginal Task Force of the Evangelical Fellowship of Canada and is also a board
member of the North American Institute for Indigenous Theological Studies - a new
approach to Native North American theology and education. In addition, Ray also serves
on the board for SSILC (South Saskatchewan Independent Living Centre), a non-profit
organization for the advocacy and advancement for the rights of people living with
disabilities.
Ray received a Bachelor of Theology Degree from Canadian Bible College and is a
member of the American Association of Bible Colleges Honors Society, Delta Epsilon
Chai. Ray received his Master of Divinity Degree from the Canadian Theological
Seminary and graduated with Highest Honors and is a member of the Canadian
Theological Seminary Honors Society. Ray has taught classes in public speaking,
preaching, pastoral methods and evangelism in Aboriginal communities at the Canadian
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Theological Seminary. He is currently pursuing a PhD in Theology as an extension
student part-time from the London School of Theology.
Ray is ordained with the Christian and Missionary Alliance in Canada.
Ray's heart is to live and teach the gospel story in a way that reveals the life and
transforming love of Jesus Christ, who not only loves us but likes us.
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Charles Black
Born ofa Lebanese mother and Native American father,
Charles was adopted by a non-traditional, mixed blood
couple. His adoptive mother is Mohawk and his adoptive
father is Cherokee. Growing up mixed blood during the
1960's was problematic for Charles. He was quite proud of
his Native heritage and learned all he could about First
Nations people. During the Civil Rights Era, while living
in Virginia, his adoptive parents told him to clam he was
Caucasian on any forms he filled out. He discovered that
being mixed blood in America could result in rejection by
both full blood Natives and whites.
At the age of seventeen, a pastor told Charles that his Native traditions were incompatible
with following Christ. So he distanced himself from his heritage and focused on serving
Christ as best he could in a white church environment. Charles attended Berklee College
of Music (Boston) majoring in Music Education. For over thirty years Charles has been a
music and drama teacher and computer consultant.
Charles is a veteran of the U.S. Army Reserve, serving from 1985 to 1991 in the 11 th
Special Forces Group (Airborne) as both a Communications Specialist (18E) and Medical
Specialist (18D) as well as two years in the Individual Ready Reserve.
Charles has an extensive work history in Christian retail which has broadened his
experience with a wide variety of Christian denominations and traditions. This has
provided him an opportunity to study a multitude of Christian perspectives. It has helped
him develop a non-sectarian attitude toward the subject of unity within the Body of Christ.
In 2001 Charles attended a Many Nation, One Voice Celebration. At this event he
discovered that many Native traditions were compatible with orthodox Christianity. This
changed the direction of ministry focus for Charles. He has been blessed to develop
relationships with a number of Native Contextual Ministers and Native elders such as
Robert Soto, Tsa'ni and Gerri Grosvenor, Randy and Edith Woodley, Sakoieta, Richard
Twiss, Ray Levesque and others.

His focus within the past few years has been facilitating better cross-cultural
understanding between First Nations people and non-Native Christians. He is able to
communicate Native world view, concepts and ideology in ways that are understandable
to those with a Western Christian worldview. Charles is able to bridge the gap with First
Nations people in communicating western Christian ideologies and practice.
Charles has spent the past five years as moderator of Round Dance, an online community
devoted to supporting Native American spiritual leaders. This online community is open
to non-Native Christians interested in serving in Native communities. He has written
numerous essays from Native traditional diet to apologetic comparisons of Native
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American spiritual practices and the Bible. His essays have been published in the Talking
Circle Journals from Healing the Land Publications.
For thirty-five years Charles engaged in a wide variety of lay ministries in the area of
Christian education, music and drama. He has an expertise in worship and drama. One of
his most enjoyable and educational ministry experiences was as web master and video
camera operator for Francis Frangipane Ministries at River of Life Church.
In 2003 Charles received ordination as a Deacon with the Communion of Evangelical
Episcopal Churches, Salmon House Diocese by Bishop Ray Levesque.

Charles has six children, ranging in age from 14 to 30, and one grandchild. He finds the
most enjoyment in his children teaching how to be true onkwe: honwe (human beings).
He is an author, photographer and plays Native American flute. He loves attending
powwows. His life's quest is to find the perfect fry bread recipe.
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Huron Claus
Huron Claus is a fifth generation Native Christian from his
MohawklKiowa heritage. He resides with his family in
Phoenix, AZ.

Huron is the director 0 CHIEF ministries in Phoenix, Arizona. The mission of CHIEF is
to disciple and equip a strong Native American Leadership for the development of the
indigenous church throughout North, Central and South America. For more than 30 years,
CHIEF has provided discipleship training, evangelism outreach and practical helps to
approximately 300 tribes of Native Americans in the Americas and in Mongolia. Huron
travels widely in his ministry, speaking and networking with Christian missionaries and
pastors throughout the world.
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Tom Claus
Tom Claus is Mohawk - born and raised on the Six Nation
Reservation near Branford, Ontario
Tom' s great-grandfather Adam (Long Fish) Thomas was the
first Mohawk in their family to accept Jesus. He was a chief
and a farmer. He went to church with his wife Emma and
brought up Tom' s mother iI;l the church.
Tom' s great-grandmother died suddenly. After her funeral, his
great-grandfather who was brought up in Indian religion,
thought there was a curse on his family because of his wife' s
sudden death. He wondered who put this curse on his wife.
Emma was friends with a medicine woman. They smoked clay
pipes together. Adam Thomas wondered if there was some connection between the
medicine woman and his wife's death. He remembered a pin cushion that the medicine
woman gave to Emma. He went looking for the pin cushion, found it, broke it open, and
there was a small sack inside that contained tobacco and seven needles. That meant the
medicine woman was going to kill in his family. There had already been five that had died
from tuberculosis. Tom' s mother was the only one who survived. Adam Thomas built a
fire in the kitchen wood stove and threw the tobacco and needles into the fire. Adam put
his arms around Tom' s mother and prayed, crying out to Jesus. "1 believe you are real.
Jesus you died for my sins. 1 want to accept you as my God." That is how Adam Elliot
Thomas came to know Jesus. Tom 's mother, who was brought up in the church, played
the old pump organ in the Baptist church where they attended. When his greatgrandfather could no longer take care of Tom 's mother, he sent her to a government
boarding school- the Mohawk Institute in Branford, Ontario. She would come home on
weekends and play the organ in the Baptist church.
When Tom 's mother met his father, they got married and moved to Niagara Falls,
New York. His father was a lumber jack and did farm work in Niagara Falls for over 30
years. His parents listened to the radio in the evenings. One News Year's eve, while
listening to a gospel preacher on the radio, Tom 's two sisters (3 ~ and 7 years old) knelt
down and prayed to accept Jesus as their Savior. His parents knelt down beside their
daughters and re-committed their lives to the Lord. On March 24, 1944, Tom gave his life
to Jesus. Tom was 14 years old at the time and began attending church regularly in
Buffalo, New York. Tom is a fourth generation Christian.
God called Tom to preach when he was 15 years old. His first speaking
engagement was at an Indian Conference on the St. Regis Reservation. By the time he
was 18, he was a traveling evangelist with a singing ministry. He traveled all over the
country for thirty years. He spoke and sang at youth camps, Bible conferences, adult
conferences, and youth rallies. He was on staff with Youth for Christ International and
lived in Chicago for a few years. He lived at White River, South Dakota for four years
[Rosebud Sioux Reservation]. During his thirty years of ministry he ministered among 300
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tribes. Tom has had long-standing friendship with evangelists Billy Graham, Bob Pierce,
Tory Johnson, and Bob Evans.
In March 1975, Tom felt led of the Lord to call together 100 Christian Indian and
Eskimo leaders from different areas of the hemisphere to Albuquerque, New Mexico.
During this conference, they prayed for Native people in North America. They discussed
the spiritual, physical and social needs of the Native Americans, and planned a course of
action how they could minister to their needs. God worked in their midst and brought into
formation the ministry of CHIEF (Christian Hope Indian Eskimo Fellowship). Their
purpose is three-fold. The primary goal of CHIEF is for every Native American to hear the
Gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ in this generation. The motivating vision of CHIEF is to
encourage, strengthen and disciple Native American Christian believers, church leaders
and pastors by providing effective Bible training in a manner uniquely suited for their
culture and the ongoing needs of the indigenous church. CHIEF is endeavoring to give
practical assistance to help meet the felt-needs of the Native American community who
are suffering from hunger, poverty, alcoholism, drugs and suicide, in the context of God's
love, shown through the person of the Lord Jesus Christ.
In 1987, in order to accomplish these ministry goals, CHIEF established the Chief
Shepherd Discipleship Center on an eight acre campus in north Phoenix, Arizona. At this
training center CHIEF offers a curriculum of Bible courses, discipleship methods and
instruction in dealing with cultural issues that affect the native church. We have around 25
that go through the program each week with 15 hours of specialized training. The program
is designed to meet the needs of busy pastors. About 400 ministers have gone through the
program so far.
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Fern Cloud
Fern Marie Cloud is an enrolled member of the SissetonWahpeton Dakota Oyate on the Lake Traverse Reservation in
South Dakota. She is the youngest of nine children. Her
Father, Iver Cloud was a minister at the St. James Episcopal
Church in Waubay, South Dakota.
After her father's death, her mother left the church and Fern grew
up without a strong commitment to any church.
Fern was sixteen years old when she got married and had two
children by the time she was twenty-three years old.
Her husband was killed in a car accident and left her to raise two
children alone. In 1977, Fern enrolled in the University of South
Dakota at Vermillion. During this time, Fern was
involved in the party scene at college and got pregnant with
her daughter Raine. Fern and her three children moved back
home to live with Fern's mother on the reservation. It was during
this time, back on the reservation, that Fern accepted Jesus as her
Savior. She attended a United Pentecostal church for a season
and decided it was not a good match for her new faith. Fern and her sister moved to
Ellendale, North Dakota to attend Trinity Bible College for one year. She then moved her
family to Rapid City, South Dakota and started attending Faith Temple - a Church of God
congregation. It was here that Fern served as a Sunday School teacher, working with the
homeless population in Rapid City and doing street ministry with Native Americans.
During this time period, Fern attended the Oglala Lakota College. With the
encouragement of Native fashion designer, Geraldine Sherman, Fern began her own
clothing company. Fern remarried - to Dallas Chief Eagle - a famous Oglala hoop dancer
and artist. Fern and Dallas had a son together - named Seth Chief Eagle.
Fern and her family eventually moved to California to work with Pastor Phil Aguilar,
founder of Set Free. It was during this time that Fern began her journey into
contextualized ministry for Native Americans.
In March of 2004, Fern accepted a position as pastor of Pejuhutazizi Presbyterian
Church in Granite Falls, Minnesota. Jesus was bringing Fern back to the home of her
ancestors. She is a direct descendant of Ta-Oyate-Duta or Chief Little Crow. Her family
were the first Dakota people to welcome Presbyterians to the Dakota Territory. Fern has
returned to live among her people and do ministry in a contextualized form among the
Dakota on the Upper Sioux Reservation in Minnesota.
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Jenifer L. Covill
Jenifer L. Covill, also known as Usdigeyvqua
Gayvhi (Running Brook), was born in Norman,
Oklahoma on the eve of Thanksgiving, November
1965. Jeny "Running Brook" is Cherokee and
Powhatan descent and comes from the Ani Wodi
(Paint Clan). Through family oral tradition and
historical records she has been aware of her
American Indian heritage since she was a small
child. However, she was not raised within her
Cherokee culture. Jeny has been pursuing a greater understanding of it in her adult life,
even to the point of becoming an advocate for indigenous cultural expression.
Jeny became a Christian in July 1989, married in September 1989, became enrolled with
the Amonsoquath Tribe of Cherokee in 2001, and participated in a traditional naming
ceremony in 2002. Jeny was ordained with Indigenous Messengers International in
December of2007. From 1989 to 1997 Jeny and her husband, David, attended Good News
Fellowship Church in Daly City, CA. During those years, Jeny served as the Women 's
Ministry Coordinator, facilitated a ladies Bible study! prayer group, was on the worship
team and did some light office work for the church. In 1997, David and Jeny returned to
Montana, with their two young children. From 1997 to 2001, Jeny volunteered as the
secretary for a local Native American! Christian evangelistic ministry, Warriors for
Christl. She also served in her local church, Fellowship Alliance Church, as the secretary
for the Governing Board, and did light volunteer work for missionary! minister, Joan
Melrose, founder of Christian Life Teachings. In 2001 , Jeny stepped out of the other
ministries to respond to the Creator' s calling for her to begin full-time ministry through
First Nations Monday, which began in May 2000.
For 10 years, First Nations Monday has served faith communities and indigenous
communities with various prayer mobilization projects and networking forums throughout
Montana, across the Nation and around the world. At one time, the First Nations Monday
network was the largest American Indian ! Christian network in North America. In
addition to the work of facilitating unified prayer and networking, Jeny hosted a weekly
15 minute radio broadcast on KALS 97.1 FM Kalispell, Montana for 5 years (20022007); distributed American Indian ! Christian music through her online music store for 7
years (2003-2010); hosted several Christian ! American Indian teaching, prayer and
worship gatherings; experienced training as a law enforcement chaplain; and has been
attending annual spiritual care symposiums for education and training as a hospital
chaplain for the last 8 years. She has volunteered as an on-call spiritual care giver for a
local NW Montana hospital for the last 3 years and was recently hired as their first parttime chaplain. In October 2005, Jeny co-founded All Nations Fellowship, which is an
indigenous style (talking circle format) Christian church gathering, in which Jeny serves
as Pastor. For the last 3 years, Jeny has participated in weekly prayer meetings and annual
community church services with local pastors.
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Currently, Jeny RunningBrook Covill is the host of the "Across Turtle Island" radio show
on The Big Fish / Big Valley Radio, featuring music by Native American / First Nations
music artists and interviews with Native American singers, song writers, actors, music and
film producers and more. On a more personal note, Jeny also enjoys horseback riding and
farming.
Through public speaking, radio broadcasting, writing articles and local ministry, Jeny
reflects on her personal stories of overcoming the pain and sorrows of abuse, neglect and
abandonment of childhood, as well as the numerous mistakes, defeats and victories that
carried over into her adulthood. She also teaches the Native and Non-Native Christian
community about the value and validity of culturally relevant expressions of faith .
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Mark Custalow
Rev. Mark Custalow is the Director of the Multiplying Churches
Team for the Southern Baptism Conservatives of Virginia.
Mark attended Washington Bible College in Lanham, Maryland
graduating in 1987 with a major in Bible/Theology and a minor in
Christian Education. Mark received his Master of Divinity degree
from Mid-America Baptist Seminary in Memphis, Tennessee.
From 1999 to 2005 Mark served on the Native American National
Missionary - North American Mission Board for the Southern Baptist Convention. Their
focus was on planting churches in key un-reached/under-reached Native American
population centers.
They helped foster an environment for key Native students to begin and/or complete
seminary education. They also formed and convened a Native Church Planting Network
of key Native American leaders focused on equipping and mobilizing for Native
American church planting activity. He helped direct the development of two major
contextual resources for the support of Native American church planting: Walk With Me
video resource; www.nambnativeministries.org. Mark helped author, compile and edit a
Contextual Native Church Planting Manual. The manual guides individuals and churches
in understanding contextual issues, and in developing a holistic strategy focused on gospel
saturation and church planting multiplication.
From 1997 to 1999 Mark served as Missions/Language Coordinator for the Montana
Southern Baptist Fellowship (State Convention). He helped facilitate the planting of2
Korean churches, 2 Native American churches, and laid groundwork for a Hispanic church
plant.
From 1991 to 1995 Mark pastored the Absalokaa Baptist Church on the Crow Indian
Reservation in Montana.
Mark has been married to his wife Ann for 21 years. They have two children and live in
Norfolk, Virginia.
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Alvin Deer
Alvin is a full blood Native American, enrolled with the Kiowa
Tribe of Oklahoma. His father was of the Creek Indian Tribe whose ancestors walked into Oklahoma on the infamous Trail
of Tears in the early 1830' s.
Alvin received his B.A. degree in Business Administration and
Accounting from the University of Science and Arts of
Oklahoma in Chickasha, Oklahoma in 1980. He completed the
ministers course of study from Southern Methodist University
in Dallas, Texas in 1993 ..
Alvin has always felt a calling to serve his people and has worked among four different
Indian tribes and three urban groups - from Los Angeles to Oklahoma City. Prior to full
time ministry Alvin served many Native American tribes and urban groups in financial
management, community planning and business development. He was the conference
treasurer for the Oklahoma Indian Missionary Conference from 1984 to 1995. Alvin also
worked as an auditor in the banking industry in southern California. He worked with
Frank Oberly, CPA doing Department of Labor audits for Oklahoma Indian tribes from
1977 to 1979.
Alvin is an ordained elder in the United Methodist Church serving among their vast
Native American communities nationwide as a pastor, evangelist, and community
advocate. He has been in ministry since 1981. He served as a pastor to five Native
congregations throughout the Oklahoma Indian Missionary Conference. Serving as an
evangelist among North American Indians, Alvin has traveled from Yuma, Arizona to
the Mohawk reservation in upstate New York, to the Yakama Reservation in the state of
Washington, to Native people in North Carolina. He has also served as Executive
Director for a Native American ministry group advocating for Native people within the
church as well as social and economic needs within Native communities.
Alvin is currently on disability leave with the United Methodist Church. He is doing part
time pulpit supply with the Seminole Indian church in rural Seminole County, Oklahoma.
Alvin and his family currently live in Oklahoma City, Oklahoma.

293

Darrel Garner
Darrel Gamer was born and raised on the Cheyenne River Reservation in South
Dakota. He grew up speaking the Lakota language. His great-grandmother was an Oglala
Lakota from the Pine Ridge Reservation in South Dakota. She was killed in the massacre
at Wounded Knee in December of 1890.
At the age often, he was taken away from his family and forced to attend a BIA
boarding school. This was a very traumatic experience were they cut his hair and forced
him to learn English. When he returned to the Cheyenne River Reservation, he lived with
his grandparents in a log cabin along the Missouri River. When his grandparents died,
Darrel became a ward of the state and spent many years in foster homes. He eventually
went to live with a white aunt and uncle in Iowa. Here he learned farming and cattle
ranching. He returned to the Cheyenne River Reservation when he was fifteen - living
with his mother's aunt Sophie. Darrel graduated from the Cheyenne River High School in
1971. He spent some time at South Dakota State University, then eventually joined the
U.S. Air Force in 1973.
Darrel met and married his wife Joan [Euro-American] in 1985 while living in
Alabama. Darrel and Joan moved to Eagle Butte, South Dakota in 1995. Darrel found
work as a jailer at the local police station and eventually became a patrol officer. Darrel
volunteers his time at the VFW, fire fighter and is on the board for the domestic violence
center in Eagle Butte.
As a child Darrel attended an Episcopalian church with his grandparents on the
Cheyenne River Reservation. Darrel accepted Jesus as his savior while attending a
Primitive Baptist church in Huntsville, Alabama in 1985. He became a deacon in that
church in 1991. When Darrel and his wife moved to Eagle Butte in 1995, he became the
associate pastor at the Baptist church in Eagle Butte and Cherry Creek. He has served as
the only pastor of these two churches for the past ten years (1995-2005).
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John (Tsa:ni) and Gerri GrosVenor
John is I'm a descendant of the old Cherokee nation, descendant of
Choctaw Nation. He was raised in a Christian family. They attended
the Church of God. His paternal grandfather was a horseback circuitriding preacher, church planter and pastor in Arkansas, California,
Missouri and Oklahoma. John grew up among Native traditional elders.
He was influenced by his own family elders, as well as Native
Californian People who had been transplanted to urban areas during the
days of President Eisenhower's Native relocation program.
When he was sixteen years old, John began participating in powwows
(1952) At the age of twenty-two (1958), he was called to minister
among North American Indians. He has ministered in the Protestant
Chapel at Sherman Institute, as a native youth pastor, and involved in
powwows. As a Native pastor, John has preached in many Indian churches of several
denominations in California, Idaho, Montana, Oklahoma, South Dakota, and Washington.
For 21 years of his life, John was a police officer as well as a native minister. They used
their own income to travel to native camp-meetings and ceremonies.
Although he was ordained in a different denomination for a long time, his papers were
accepted by the Church of the Nazarene where they currently serve on the Coville
Reservation in Nespelem, Washington. John is the Director of the First Nations Outreach
of the North West District of the Church of the Nazarene.
Gerri GrosVenor gave her heart to Jesus when she was nine years old. She
Yankton Sioux from the Yankton Sioux Reservation in South Dakota.
Gerri was raised in an Episcopalian family. Gerri loved studying the
Scriptures. Was involved in outreach ministries in John MacArthur's
church, Panorama City, California.
John and Gerri feel called to Incarnational Ministry. They do not consider
themselves contextualizers.
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Adrian Jacobs
Adrian Jacobs (Cayuga) from the Six Nations Reserve in Ontario.
Grew up in traditional Handsome Lake Longhouse religion of his
Cayuga ancestors .
Mother was raised in the Anglican religious tradition.
Father was a Faith Keeper of the Longhouse, as was his paternal
grandfather.
Adrian grew up in a traditional Cayuga family with strong family
values. There was no alcohol his family. His grandparents were
married 66 years. His parents were married for 58 years.
My mother had a lot of health problems. She tried the Longhouse healing ceremonies and
would get better for a few days, then her illness would return. My mother went to a
Kathryn Kuhlman meeting and went forward for healing. My mother was healed at that
time, even though she was not a Christian. Several years later after watching a 700 club
program, my mother went out into the field behind our house, looked up to the sky and
prayed to accept Jesus as her savior. She was the first in my family to know Christ.
My older brother had a near death experience and because of that experience became a
Christian. He started witnessing to everyone in our family. I had read the Bible while
studying at the university but thought that Jesus had come only for the Jews. In October
of 1976, I went to the creek behind my dad's place, kneeled down by a log and prayed
"God, I can't figure this Jesus thing out, but you said if I would come to you like a child
that you would receive me - so I will." I had a book that my brother had given me. In the
back of that book was a prayer of salvation and I prayed that prayer. I had an urge to go
out into the stream and baptized myself. A peace filled my heart that day, the churning
inside was finally calm.
I walked back home and as I was approaching the house, these thoughts came into my
mind: "Jesus has come for his own, it is too late for you." And I remember thinking in
my heart: "If even Jesus has come for his own, even if it is too late for me, I will still
tell others about Jesus because I know this is right." I have known since that day it was
my purpose in life to tell others about Jesus and I have told this testimony to people all
over the world, from Israel to Mexico.
I attended a Bible believing church with my family. It was a white church with a
Charismatic approach to ministry. Their approach was - this is the Word of God, now go
and do it.
I eventually went to the same Bible school [in middle America] that my pastor had
attended. I started duplicating the way they did ministry in that Christian fellowship .
I had been brought up in the Handsome Lake Longhouse tradition. There were no
pews. It was a long open building with benches all along the outside wall. In the
center were two benches where they had turtle shell rattle players who would sing.
There would be opening prayer, exhortations in preaching, then dancing. It would
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start a nine in the morning and go until two in the afternoon, on Saturday and Sunday.
Early in my Christian walk, I had a dream where I saw God do some miraculous things on
the Longhouse grounds. So my heart has always been to see that come to pass. I
studied and read about the Longhouse ceremonies in order to relate the Christian truth to
them.
The many facets of Adrian's 20 year experience in native ministry include: church planter
on his home reserve; director for Native ministries with the Wesleyan church; founding
member of the Indigenous Christian Alliance and most recently the ministry staff of My
People International.
Current ministry for Adrian involves the development of approaches to mentoring,
training and equipping individuals with local pastoral or ministry responsibilities in the
Iroquoian Native church. He is working out new methods for men's mentoring, while
providing pastoral care and training for lay pastors and ministers in the lower Great Lakes
regIOn.
A noted author, Adrian is a sought after lecturer and conference speaker. He has authored
many books targeted toward helping Native people understand issues affecting Christian
life and well-being, encouraging men toward vulnerability and openness, and mentoring
native men in faith. Adrian has also been instrumental in the development of materials
providing new perspectives in mission.
Adrian is a single father of five children aged 11-19.
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Anita Keith
The Reverend Anita L. Keith
(She Who War Dances)
Mohawk Translation *
(Tsi Nika:ien Tekanonniakhwa Nateriiohsera)
LiteralTranslation
The One that dances (female) the war dance
• Anita is of Mohawk!Algonquin and British descent
• Ordained Minister, Salmon House Diocese, Communion of
Evangelical Episcopal Churches
• Commission as a Minister for the Winnipeg Centre Vineyard
• Administrator for the North American Institute for Indigenous Theological Studies
• Volunteer - Fundraising My People International
• Chairperson, Regional Board of Directors, Canadian Bible Society
• Sits on a Committee for the founding of a Christian Aboriginal Healing Centre in
partnership with Corrections Canada Chaplaincy.
• Works closely with ministries such as Youth With a Mission (YWAM), Youth Mission
International (YMI) in a training capacity, teaching on Aboriginal cultural issues and
Christianity.
• Member of the Aboriginal Circle of Educators.
• Instructor, Aboriginal Education, Red River College
• Member of Advisory Group MFL Occupational Health (Aboriginal Health).
• Corrections Canada - Aboriginal Partners Meeting - ongoing meetings
• Aboriginal Education Evaluative Standard - Team Member
- Travels internationally speaking to various group, organizations and churches on Native
issues and Christianity.
• Anita has three adult children and four grandchildren.
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Daniel LaPlante
Dan
LaPlante

Daniel is a Sans Arc Lakota from South Dakota and a member of the Cheyenne River
Sioux Tribe. He is an artist, writer, veteran of the military, a student of religions, and a
conference speaker on cultural religious issues. Dan served as a local native pastor in the
Wesleyan Church in Eagle Butte, South Dakota. Dan is a Northern style traditional
dancer who has been on an international dance team and has led his own dance teams to
the Salt Lake City Winter Olympics and to Australia. Dan has started his own church in
Eagle Butte, South Dakota at the Cultural Center. He is attempting to contextualize
theology, discipleship and worship for the Lakota people. He currently resides with his
wife Tess in Eagle Butte, South Dakota.
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Terry LeB lane
Terry is Mi 'kmaq / Acadian, from Listuguj First Nation and
th
Campbellton, NB, Canada. He and his wife Bev are in their 38
year of marriage. They have three adult children engaged in various
areas of indigenous mission in Canada, the USA and the
Philippines.
Terry has served in vocational ministry since 1979, the year he
began a 15 year tenure with Youth for Christ, first in Winnipeg, then
Portage la Prairie and finally, Brandon, Manitoba. He has been
ordained since 1983. Following almost 9 years as Aboriginal
Programs manager with World Vision Canada Terry took up his current work with My
People International (MPn - a holistic, training-focused ministry program with and for
Native North Americans - where he serves as Executive Director for the three
programmatic foci: MPI's grassroots ministries, the North American Institute for
Indigenous Theological Studies (NAIITS) and iEmergence, a program of western
indigenous youth (twenty and thirty something' s) focused on the needs of non-western
indigenous youth.
Active in Native North American affairs for many years, Terry has served the Native
community in a variety of training and facilitative capacities. As a panellist for Sacred
Assembly '95, organized by Native Canadian Member of Parliament, Elijah Harper, Terry
co-authored the event's Reconciliation and Principles documents. In 1998 he served as
co-chair of the second World Christian Gathering of Indigenous People held in Rapid
City, SD, USA. He currently serves as one ofthe movement's international "Keepers of
the Vision." His other work includes the Aboriginal Ministries Council under the
Evangelical Fellowship of Canada, membership on the board of Inter-Varsity, Canada and
membership on the Envision panel of scholars.
Terry has taught as a sessional lecturer at various colleges, seminaries and universities, as
guest lecturer and speaker at educational institutions across Canada and the United States
and as adjunct faculty for several colleges and seminaries. He is one of the founders and
current Director ofNAIITS (North American Institute for Indigenous Theological
Studies), a new approach to biblical and theological reflection, writing and education for
Native North Americans.

An accomplished writer, Terry has been the recipient of several awards for his writing on
social issues and intercultural encounter between Native and non-Native peoples. His
contribution to the Zondervan published Faith in Action Study Bible, his contribution to
the Edinburgh 2010 documents, a chapter for a Canadian book on adoption and a "work in
progress" on Theologies of Freedom are examples of the variety in his writing. Terry also
serves as managing editor for the annual journal of NAIITS and as a contributing editor to
Cultural Encounters, a US journal exploring issues in culture and faith.
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Terry is newly appointed adjunct faculty with Tyndale University College and Seminary
in Toronto and Asbury Theological Seminary in Kentucky, where he is completing his
PhD in Intercultural Studies.
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Ray Levesque
Bishop Ray Levesque is a full blood Cherokee who was born in
Alaska while his father was serving in the military. He was
immersed in the Tlinguit culture and eventually was adopted as
a member of the Tlinguit tribe.
Ray began his educational journey at Bethesda Christian College
in eastern Washington, transferred to Northwest Bible
College (Assemblies of God) in Kirkland, Washington. He
graduated with a major in theology and Biblical literature and a
minor in Greek.
He did graduate work at Perkins School of Theology at Southern Methodist University in
Texas in the Master of Divinity Program. He is currently enrolled at Northwestern
Graduate School in Seattle,
Washington working on a Doctor of Ministry program. Ray is interested in creating new
churches in Indian Country using contextualized methods of discipleship.
At the age of twenty, Ray planted his first church among Mexican nationals in the state of
Washington. He speaks four languages; Portuguese, Spanish, German and English.
Ray Levesque is ordained in the Communion of Evangelical Episcopal Churches. He
currently serves as the Bishop of the Salmon House Diocese.
Ray created an on-line discussion group called Round Dance with 150 participants. His
goal is to help prepare people for ministry among Native people. He also started an online discussion group called 1000 Tipis for leaders who are in Native ministry and
involved in the contextual and incarnational movement.
Ray is the editor of the Talking Circle journal. This journal engages people at a grass-roots
level on a semi-scholarly level addressing topics related to Native American issues and
Christianity.
Ray is married to Liz Levesque. She has a M.A degree in Theology from Fuller
Theological Seminary. Liz is the author of a published book entitled Wisdom of the
Chiefs. Ray and Liz live in Point Roberts, Washington and have three adult children.
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Mark L. MacDonald
The Rt. Rev. Mark MacDonald assumed the office as the Anglican
Church of Canada's first National Indigenous Bishop after serving
about 10 years as Bishop of the U.S. Episcopal Diocese of Alaska
where he was consecrated bishop on Sept. 13, 1997.
He is far from unfamiliar with Canada, having attended Wycliffe
College in Toronto and served as a priest in Mississauga, Ont.
Bishop MacDonald was born on Jan. 15, 1954, the son of Blake and
Sue Nell MacDonald. His formal education includes a B.A. in
religious studies and psychology at the College of St. Scholastica in
Duluth, an MA in Divinity from Wycliffe, and post-graduate work at Luther-Northwestern
Theological Seminary in Minneapolis.
Bishop MacDonald has had a long and varied ministry, holding positions in Mississauga,
Ont., Duluth, MN; Tomah, WI and Mauston, WI; Portland, OR; and the Southeast
Regional mission of the diocese of Navajo land. Immediately prior to his ordination to the
episcopate, Bishop MacDonald was Canon Missioner for Training in the Diocese of MN
and vicar of St. Antipas' Church, Redby, and St. John-in-the-Wilderness Church, Red
Lake, Red Lake Nation.
He has served on the board of The Indigenous Theological Training Institute; the faculty
of Leadership Academy for New Directions (Land XXVIII); and, a trustee of the Charles
Cook Theological School in Tempe, AZ; and is the Board Chair for Church Innovations,
Inc., member of the Episcopal Council of Indian Ministries, Member of the Governor's
Council on Suicide Prevention (AK), President of Alaska Christian Conference. He is also
a Third Order Franciscan.
Among his published works are "Native American Youth Ministries," co-authored with
Dr. Carol Hampton and published in Resource Book for Ministries with Youth and Young
Adults, the Episcopal Church Center, New York, NY, 1995; "It's in the Font: Sacramental
Connections between faith and environment," Soundings, July 6, 1994, Vol. 16, No.5;
and A Strategy for Growth for the Episcopal Church: Joining Multiculturalism and
Evangelism, Inter-Cultural Ministry Development, San Jose, CA, 1994. He co-edited
Liturgical Studies IV, just released by the Church Publishing Company.
Married on Nov. 11, 1989, Mark and his wife, Virginia Sha Lynn, have three children:
daughters Rose May Li (born November 15, 1991), Brenna Li (born October 23, 1993),
and one son, Adrian Blake (born May 21 , 2000).
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Jerry McClure
Jerry McClure is a member of the Piqua Shawnee tribe in
Alabama. He is a tribal chief of the Piqua Shawnee, a bear
clan chief, a native storyteller and speaker.
After Jerry' s high school graduation, he enlisted in the navy
for two and a half years. He is a retired fire fighter and
paramedic with twenty-nine years of service in Lexington,
Kentucky. Jerry has spent the past seven years working
with Native American prisoners at the Federal Penitentiary
in Lexington, Kentucky. Jerry has attended Bible college
and teaches adult Sunday School classes in his local church.
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Ron McKinney
Rev. Ronald K. McKinney is a full blood member of the
Choctaw Nation of Oklahoma. He is a fifth generation
Presbyterian and comes from a line of ministers, elders, and
commissioned lay pastors. Ron was ordained in 2002 under the
care of the Inland Northwest Presbytery, in cooperation with
Dakota Presbytery and Eastern Oklahoma Presbytery.
Ron earned his Bachelor of Science Composite Degree in
Sociology and Psychology at the University of the Ozarks in
Clarksville, Arkansas in 1989. After his college graduation,
Ron moved to Chamberland, South Dakota to work at the St. Joseph Indian SchooL In
1991 he moved to Dubuque, Iowa to begin his graduate level degree. He earned his
Master of Divinity degree from the University of Dubuque Theological Seminary in
Dubuque, Iowa in 1996.
While studying at Dubuque, Ron met his future wife Dannelle. Danelle is full
blood Dakota from the SissetonIWahpeton Sioux Tribe in South Dakota. They were
married in 1994. Ron and Danelle moved to Idaho after their graduation in 1995 to serve
among the Nez Perce Indians. Dannelle served as the head pastor while Ron served as a
youth leader among six Nez Perce Indian Presbyterian churches in Idaho. In 1997 they
moved to Albuquerque, New Mexico where Ron taught at the Menaul SchooL He also
served as a pUlpit supply pastor on the Laguna Reservation near Albuquerque, New
Mexico.
In 1999, Ron and his family moved to Flandreau, South Dakota. Ron and Danelle
worked at the Flandreau Indian SchooL Ron worked two years as a tutor in the girl 's
dorm before taking the position as Chaplain for the school in 2001. During this time
period, Ron served as the pastor of the First Presbyterian Church in Flandreau. This
church is the oldest continually used church in South Dakota and is a member of the
Historic Dakota Presbytery (Dakota Presbytery is a Native American, non-geographic
Presbytery in the Presbyterian Church USA). Ron continues to serve First Church in an
unofficial capacity, providing services for weddings, funeral, baptisms, hospital and
manor visitations. He is currently employed as a Native American Program advisor in the
Office of Multicultural Affairs at South Dakota State University in Brookings, SD.
Ron and his wife Danelle have three children - two daughters Alethia Grace and Madison
Rogene, and a son Ronston John.
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John E. Maracle
Thohate " He knows the road"
Mohawk Wolf Clan
Rev John E. Thohate Maracle currently serves as the
Chief/President of the Native American Fellowship (NAF) of the
General Council of the Assemblies of God, a position he was
elected to in 2000, representing the constituency of 190 American
Indian and Alaska Native churches, and three Bible colleges that
serve Native people across the United States-- including Alaska.
Rev. Maracle was elected as one of the first Native American
General Presbyters in 1996, and served as secretary of the Native American Fellowship
(1998-2000) until his election as ChieflPresident. At the 2007 General Council held in
Indianapolis, Indiana, Rev. Maracle was elected as a non-resident executive presbyter, to
represent the broad mosaic of ethnic fellowships within the Assemblies of God. His
ministry to Native Americans includes evangelism, establishing churches, leadership
development, promoting Christian higher education, and networking. The Native
American Fellowship (NAF) was the first ethnic fellowship formed in the Assemblies of
God. Also, Rev. Maracle is the first Native American enrolled tribal member to be elected
to the General Council Executive Presbytery.
Rev. Maracle is a member of the Mohawk Nation, Wolf Clan, of the Iroquois Confederacy
and served on the Mohawk Council at Tyendinaga, Mohawk Nation Territory. He is the
grandson of one of the first Pentecostal believers from his reservation, and also the
nephew of the late Rev. Andrew C. Maracle (Mohawk), one of the first Native Americans
to become ordained within the Assemblies of God and who was greatly instrumental in
pioneering efforts among his people, serving with distinction throughout his long ministry.
Rev. John E. Maracle was ordained in 1975 by the Illinois District and has been a pastor
for over 33 years, serving congregations on the Menomonee Nation Reservation in
Wisconsin, the Seneca Nation Reservation in New York. He also pastored in Fayetteville,
North Carolina, and the Akwesasne, Mohawk Nation Reservation, which is located at the
juncture of New York, Ontario, and Quebec. Rev. Maracle also served the New York
District as Presbyter from 1984-91 .
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As an educator, Rev. Maracle has served as a professor at three different colleges, as well
as an adjunct professor for AGTS, and holds a B.A., from Central Bible College, an M.A.
in Cross Cultural Communications from the Assemblies of God Theological Seminary. He
also attended the University of Wisconsin and St Lawrence University and pursued a
graduate studies concentration in Federal Indian Law.
Maracle received appointment as a U S Assemblies of God Missionary in 1975. Presently
he serves as National Native American Missionary Representative for US Assemblies of
God Missions (2000-present), Vice-chainnan of American Indian Crusade, Chief of the
North American Native Christian Council which involves the Native American Indian
leadership from various native tribes, nations, and evangelical denominations and
fellowships across North America. He has been a featured speaker in the United States and
Canada at the Convocation of Evangelizing Ethnic America, National Day of Prayer
Washington D.C., Washington for Jesus, the American Indians at PromiseKeepers "Stand
in the Gap," Clergy conference, and also PromiseKeepers, Presidents Prayer Luncheon in
Washington D.C., and National Day of Prayer for Canadian Natives. Rev. Maracle also
serves as a member of the executive committee of the Religious Alliance Against
Pornography since1986.
His wife, Rana, of 35 years is a licensed minister and has spoken at
Women' s Ministries camp meetings, seminars and retreats in both
the United States and Canada. She majored in Music and Education
at Evangel College, holds a B.A. in Education from the University
of Wisconsin (Madison), an M.S. in Education as well as an M.S. in
Administrative Education from S1. Lawrence University. The
Maracle' s have three children: Brent, Bryan, and Dahwandawnserae
and three grandchildren.

307

Leon Matthews
Born: August 2, 1965 in Los Angeles, California
Mother: Oglala Sioux - Red Shirt family - Pine Ridge, South
Dakota.
Father: Oglala Sioux - Wounded Knee, South Dakota.
Great-great grandfather John Blunt Hom was at the massacre in
Wounded Knee. He helped perform an Episcopalian prayer
service for those who lost their lives in that massacre.

In 1977 I attended a Black Forest bible camp near Colorado Springs, Colorado. It was at

that camp that I gave my life to Jesus. I was twelve years old. We moved back to Pine
Ridge in 1979 to take care of my grandfather (Wallace Red Shirt). At fourteen I started
high school in Pine Ridge. After high school I went to school at Crown College (Christian
Missionary Alliance) in St. Bonifacius, Minnesota. I came backlo Pine Ridge to minister
in 1995. I am not a member of the CMA. If we were ever to be a denomination it would
be something Lakota rather than taking someone else 's way of church polity I prefer
that we would create our own according to our own social structure. I am married and my
wife is an elementary education teacher on the Pine Ridge.
Our ministry is very holistic - my wife and I run a coffee house as an outreach ministry; it
provides us an income. We are hoping to start a men's home in 2006 for young men who
have given their lives to Christ. It is easy to lead people to Jesus, but it is difficult to keep
them because their lives don't change because of their environment.
We are starting some cell group ministry in people's homes - trying to use the tiyospaye
system (extended family). Then we hope to come together in a larger place to meet and
worship. We work with Young Life - an outreach ministry for youth.
We have about 80 people who attend our worship services. They like contemporary
Christian praise music, along with country western, rock n roll and rap music.
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Gabe Medicine Eagle
Gabe Medicine Eagle is a full blood Lakota minister who is
a member of the Rosebud Sioux Tribe. Gabe was born and
raised on the Rosebud Reservation in South Dakota.
Gabe' s great-grandfather was a Lakota medicine man who
led Sun Dances on the Rosebud Reservation. His
grandmother was a White Buffalo Calf Pipe Carrier.
Gabe was raised in a traditional Lakota family and
practiced traditional Lakota religion. He was an apprentice
medicine man following in the footsteps of grandfathers.
Gabe took his wife and children to an Episcopal Church on the reservation for three years
- going a couple of times a year during Easter and Christmas. They participated in the
church rituals, but they had no meaning for the Medicine Eagle family. Visiting
missionaries from the Church of God (Tennessee) visited the Medicine Eagle family in
their home several times. They eventually led Gabe and his wife Vi to Jesus in 1984.
Gabe was always seeking power through traditional Indian religion - power to change his
life. The Church of God missionary couple prayed for Gabe to be delivered from alcohol
and nicotine addition. Jesus completely took the all desire away for those two addictive
substances. Gabe continued to practice Lakota traditional religion and started reading his
Bible. He came to a place in his faith walk where he believed he was walking down two
paths - and one path was not right. So he left his Indian religion behind.
During the following four years, Gabe and his family were discipled by this missionary
couple. Eventually many of Gabe and Vi's relatives accepted Jesus as their Savior. They
began having home Bible studies and eventually started their our own congregation (1988)
in an abandoned building in Ideal, SD. Gave and Vi live in Winner, South Dakota and
continue to pastor this small congregation of Native believers. They have a family group
called the Risen Warriors who use indigenous Lakota music with Christian lyrics and
travel around to other Lakota communities and perform. During their Sunday morning
worship services, the Ideal Church plays contemporary Christian praise and worship songs
on CD. Gabe' s ministry is under the supervision of Church of God (Tennessee).
Gabe ' s vision for ministry is to bring his people to a saving knowledge of Jesus .
He believes that the Bible is the Holy Spirit inspired Word of God and that every born
again believer in Jesus can read the Bible for themselves and grow in the knowledge of
God. He said: "God reveals the truth to you; God speaks to your spirit. It does not
come through someone else. Faith comes by hearing; hearing comes through reading
the Word. Once you have ability to receive revelation from the H.S., then you can
open the Bible anytime and have it speak to you personally."
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Darlene Red Elk Myers
My name is Pastor Darlene "Red Elk" Myers. I am a member of
the Rosebud Sioux Tribe of Rosebud, South Dakota. I was
brought up on the Rosebud Reservation and attended St. Francis
Boarding School in the community of Rosebud. I minister under
the authority of the Independent Assemblies.

I started my professional singing and music at the age of 15 years old. I sang in
bars and nightclubs for over 40 years. I did not have a personal relationship with Jesus
Christ, until a friend invited me to church to sing there one Sunday. I sang the song called
Amazing Grace and was convicted while singing. There was an altar call and I turned my
life and music over to the Lord forever. I graduated from Central Indian Bible College in
1996. The Lord sent me back to my reservation to start a ministry for him there. I became
the founder and director of the Rosebud Christian Center in 1996. The overall plan for the
Rosebud Christian Center is to present the salvation message to a lost, dying and neglected
people.
Only 1% of Native Americans are Christians. There is so much racial prejudice in
our surrounding towns and reservations and so witnessing to our people for Christ is very
difficult. Today our culture is dominated by alcohol and drugs because there is much
depression and oppression of a people who have been fighting to survive in their own
country. The Native death rate from drinking in South Dakota, North Dakota, Iowa and
Nebraska is thirteen times greater than in the rest of the United States. The infant mortality
rate for Indian babies is nearly double that of all other races in the U.S. Many children on
the reservation suffer from Fetal Alcohol Syndrome and Fetal Alcohol Effects. Life on the
reservation is very difficult. The winter months with high winds and blizzard conditions
can be life threatening. The summer heat can be very uncomfortable as most homes have
no air-conditioners. We have no industry here so unemployment is high. We have to fmd
a way to reach my people for Jesus, they are very hardened against Christianity because of
the way it was brought to our people by missionaries.
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Tom Ross
Tom Ross is a tribal elder of the Upper Sioux Community near
Granite Falls, Minnesota. He has served on its governing body.
He is currently employed by the Minnesota Indian Affairs
Council.
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Craig Smith
Craig Stephen Smith was born and raised on the Leech
Lake Reservation in northern Minnesota. Craig is a
member of the Leech Lake Band ofOjibwe )Chippewa).
He attended high school in the town of Cass Lake,
Minnesota. Craig accepted Jesus as his Savior while in
high school. He was raised in a Christian home. Craig' s
father was the former president of the Mokahum Indian
Bible College (Christian Missionary Alliance) located
near the community of Cass Lake.
Craig is married to LaDonna (Navajo) and they have three children - Nizhoni, Dallas, and
Shandiin. During the early years of their marriage, Craig and LaDonna traveled and
performed gospel concerts together throughout North American and over a dozen
countries. Their home is in Glendale, Arizona.
Craig has served as a native church planter and pastor - an administrator and evangelist with the Christian Missionary Alliance denomination. He has served as Chief of the North
American Native Christian council (NANCC) - a fellowship of evangelical Christian
Indian leaders representing denomination and mission agencies throughout North
America. Craig also serves on the board of Christian Hope Indian Eskimo Fellowship
(CHIEF). He has been a conference speaker for Promise Keepers. Until 2009 Craig
served as the district superintendent of the Native American District of the Christian
Missionary Alliance (USA).
In June of 2009, Craig and LaDonna were in a one car
roll-over outside of Albuquerque, New Mexico.
LaDonna suffered a fractured neck and Craig broke
both legs, his hip, ribs on both sides, and has bone chips
in his back. So far, Craig has endured sixteen surgeries
and is facing five more surgeries in the near future. He
is currently at Touchstone Rehabilitation in Phoenix,
Arizona.
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Richard Twiss
Richard Twiss is a member of the Sicangu Band of the
Rosebud Lakota/Sioux Tribe. For thirty-two years he has lived
and walked as a follower of the Jesus Way.
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He has been married to his wife Katherine for thirty years and
they have raised four respectful, caring sons. His vision and
ambition is to help people and communities come to know and
I _
_ ~_ ..
experience what it means to live in a "good way." The "good
way" speaks of both, a life free from all manner of destructive
forces that would seek to oppress and ruin lives, and empowerment to live healthy and
productive ones - spiritually, physically and socially. The Creator of heaven and earth,
Jesus Christ, has made this possible for all people, tribes and nations. As we walk in this
Jesus Way, He gives wisdom and power to live caring, respectful and loving lives in this
world; to live in authentic harmony with God, people and creation - "the good way."
...
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Richard Twiss, a member of the Rosebud Lakota/Sioux Tribe, believes that in modem
missions, no other people group is so uniquely positioned by Almighty God for world
evangelization as First Nations people are today. Richard has led teams of Native
believers around the world and seen thousands won to Christ in Peru , Pakistan , Argentina
, Switzerland, Germany and many more. As Co Founder and President of Wi coni
International, Richard is committed to seeing Native people emerge into a powerful place
of ministry in reconciliation and healing within the Body of Christ around the world.
Richard has been a national conference speaker for Promise Keepers in the U.S., Canada,
and Mexico. He is a member of the International Reconciliation Coalition, Mission
America National Committee, and appeared as a guest on the Focus on the Family Radio
program, 700 Club, TBN and numerous television and radio interview programs. He was a
pastor for thirteen years . As a sought after speaker he consults with numerous Christian
ministry leaders and dozens of local churches to raise awareness of the Father's heart for
the nations. As a professional consultant, he has taught on diversity awareness for the
National INS Office in Wash. D.C., City of Buffalo ,HC2MHill Engineering Firm,
Hewlett-Packard and others. He is a popular university and college campus speaker.
Richard's book "One Church Many Tribes Serving Jesus the Way God Made You"
articulates a fresh Biblical vision for healing our land, by healing our hearts. The book is
generously endorsed by nationa11eaders like Bill Bright, Dr. Jerry Yellowhawk, Francis
Frangipane, Don Richardson, Tommy Tenney, etc. and is available in Christian
bookstores. He wrote a bi-month1y column titled Smoke Signals for Charisma Magazine.
In 1972, Richard was a participant in the forced occupation of the Bureau of Indian
Affairs Building, in Washington, D.C., with the radical political group, the American
Indian Movement or "AIM." He has a unique view of some of the internal cultural, social
and spiritual struggles of Native American people today and dealing with racial
discrimination and injustice faced by many in our country.
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Richard has a doctoral degree in Missiology from the E. Stanley Jones School of World
Missions at Asbury Theological Seminary in Wilmore, Kentucky.
He currently lives in Vancouver, Washington with his wife of29 years, Katherine. They
have four sons.
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Randy Woodley
Rev. Dr. Randy Woodley is a Keetoowah Cherokee Indian
teacher, lecturer, poet, activist, pastor and historian. Dr.
Woodley received his baccalaureate degree from Rockmont
College in Denver, Colorado. He was ordained to the ministry
through the American Baptist Churches in the USA after
graduating with a Masters of Divinity degree from Eastern
Seminary, Philadelphia. Randy' s Ph.D. is in Intercultural
Studies from the E. Stanley Jones School of World Mission at
Asbury Seminary in Wilmore, Kentucky.
Dr. Woodley has authored several books, articles and
contributing essays in books such as the Dictionary of Scripture
and Ethics (Baker Academic), An Emergent Manifesto of Hope
(Baker) An Emergent Manifesto of Justice (Baker) and The Global Dictionary of
Theology (IVP). Missiologist Ralph Winter says Woodley's book Living in Color:
Embracing God's Passion for Ethnic Diversity (IVP) is "perhaps the most important book
any American citizen could read who wants to truly understand global missions." Randy
Woodley is active in the ongoing discussion concerning the Emerging Church Movement,
diversity and mission and is a regular contributor to the God's Politics Blog: Jim Wallis
and Friends.
Randy pastored the Eagle Valley Church in Carson City Nevada, which for many years
served as a unique role model of an authentic Native American Christian church. He and
his wife Edith are co-founders of Eagle ' s Wings Ministry and are considered early
innovators in the Native American Contextual Movement, having spent over two decades
in Native American ministry. Randy is a founding board member of NAIITS (North
American Institute for Indigenous Theological Studies), founder of Christians for Justice
and is an adjunct professor at George Fox Evangelical Seminary.
The Woodley's have developed a uniquely holistic model of Native American Ministry
called Ministry in a Good Way. Currently, Randy and Edith are most active in consulting
and mentoring those starting churches and ministries among Native Americans.
The Woodley's have four children and reside on a farm in Newberg, Oregon.
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Rev. Dr. Jerry Yellowhawk
Dr. Jerry Yellow Hawk is a member of the Cheyenne River
Sioux tribe in South Dakota. He is a Lakota elder who speaks
opening about his journey from being a "white" Christian
pastor to becoming a Christian pastor who also maintains his
identity as a Lakota person.
Raised on the Cheyenne River Indian Reservation in South
Dakota, Jerry accepted Christ in a Wesleyan Methodist
church when he was 18 years old. Six years later he graduated
from the David Brainerd Memorial Bible College and became
an assistant pastor in a Wesleyan Church in Pierre, South
Dakota. In 1966 he pioneered a church, the Cheyenne River
Lakota Chapel, in Eagle Butte, South Dakota. Jerry was the
pastor of that congregation for 18 years.
Jerry has more than 40 years of Christian service behind him- most of it as a pastor and
missions leader in the Wesleyan Methodist church. Before his retirement, he served as the
District Superintendent of the Native American District of the Wesleyan Church. Today
he continues his work as a Bible translator under the supervision ofWycliffe Bible
Translators. The Lakota people do not have a Bible written in their own language and Dr.
Yellowhawk's translation will be the first.
Jerry Yellowhawk has spent his life trying to reach the Lakota Indians. Jerry is no longer
a clean-cut Native American pastor who wears a dark suit, white shirt and black tie. That
is how he dressed in the 1960s, when he posed for the cover of a gospel album with a
guitar in hand and his wife, Johanna, at his side.
Today Jerry looks more comfortable in his Wrangler jeans, boots, and t-shirts with bright
Native designs. His raven-black ponytail reaches down his back.
Dr. Yellowhawk earnestly desires to bring the love of
Jesus to the Sioux Nation and knows it may take the
Native culture and Scripture in Native language to do
it. He said: "If we are called to be 'fishers of men,' then
let the Creator clean the fish. The blood of our Lord
Jesus, not the color of our skin, accomplishes the
conviction of our sin. Trust the Jesus in us."

His son, well-known Native artist James Yellowhawk, is a believer. But his married twin
daughters are not--reminding him why so many Native people have rejected what they call
"white man's religion."
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